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ABSTRACT 
The success of The Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program is well 
documented. These scholars are retained at a much higher rate and the six year 
graduation rate of the first two cohorts was higher than the general body. They are all 
students whose families have minimal financial resources and were eligible for the free or 
reduced lunch program during their high school years. They were subsequently eligible 
for the Pell Grant upon college entry demonstrating significant financial need. Many of 
these students were first-generation students. They have been successful but the specifics 
of how they collectively found such success was unknown. Although the program was a 
common element among all the students, this collective case study was intended to clarify 
the extent to which the students attribute their success to their experience in the scholars 
program, to identify challenges they faced during their college years, and to identify 
supports that helped them persist to graduation.  Five themes emerged from the data. 
These themes were the scholarship and staff of The Jacksonville Commitment, the 
campus fit and faculty constructs of the theory of integration, ambition, adult guides, and 
the concept of anonymity vs. familiarity.  
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  CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Background and Contextualization of the Issue 
Postsecondary education has long been heralded as a transition-making and life-
changing endeavor. The opportunities available to college graduates significantly surpass 
the benefits of simply earning a high school degree. A few of the opportunities attributed 
to college completion include increased earning potential; increased life span; and a 
greater sense of fulfillment (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013; McKinsey & Company, 2009). 
These individual benefits have a residual positive effect on communities as well, as 
college graduates contribute to the financial health of their cities through increased 
earning potential and are more likely to give to philanthropic causes (Baum et al., 2013). 
As a result of these and other benefits, many uphold the idea that encouraging students to 
pursue and complete postsecondary education is a worthy endeavor. 
Before the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, higher education was not a 
part of a natural academic progression for most of America’s citizens. Instead, college 
education was seen as the right of the rich (Griffiths, 2003). The passing of this critical 
piece of legislation, also known as the GI Bill of Rights, meant postsecondary education 
would be accessible to veterans who were not a part of the wealthier families of the era. 
The GI Bill not only changed the lives of the servicemen who would take advantage of 
the opportunity but also changed the face of the national student body. The bill was 
updated in 1984 and again in 2008 to include more educational expenses and the ability 
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to transfer unused educational benefits to spouses and children (U.S. Department of 
Veteran Affairs, 2013). This broadening of benefits for veterans and their families created 
an ever-widening open door of access to higher education. It also ushered in further 
efforts to diversify America’s colleges and college graduates.  
In the 70 years since the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, further attempts at 
college access and diversity have not translated into significant increases in 
postsecondary credentials earned by low-income students and students of color. Instead, 
gaps still exist for students attending low-income schools or high-minority schools. 
Whereas students from high-income, low-minority, suburban high schools have the 
highest college enrollment rates at 77%, only 52% of students from low-income, high-
minority, rural high schools attend college (NCAN, 2014). This 15% disparity in 
enrollment rates is troubling in light of the demographic trends of our country. The 
United States census includes a reported 29% growth in the minority population (United 
States Census Department, 2013). 
In light of the changing portrait of America and the transition to greater disparities 
between the potential lifetime earnings of college graduates in comparison to those who 
never attend college, education beyond high school is becoming essential. Our nation’s 
leaders have issued two challenges to educators and agreed to partner with educators 
toward each. The first is to improve the condition of our nation through increasing access 
to postsecondary study. The second is to establish interventions to help students 
successfully complete postsecondary study (The White House, 2013). These leaders share 
a common understanding that the greatest impact on the widening college access and 
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completion gap will be evident when the most marginalized students are encouraged to 
complete college and supported throughout the journey to do so. Although growth by 
more students from middle-class and upper-middle-class families completing degrees 
would continue to be cause for celebration, those students have historically been 
completers and will not have enough of an impact on the vitality of our country if we 
laud their accomplishments without an accompanying increase in degree completion 
among more underrepresented populations. 
American community colleges, state universities, and Ivy League schools offer 
need-based scholarship programs, thereby allowing a diverse representation of students to 
access higher education at various types of institutions. The financial aid websites of 
Harvard College (2015) and Princeton University (2013) prominently highlight need-
based aid for students. The Princeton Board of Trustees voted to meet 100% of the 
financial need of every student eligible for financial aid, eliminating the need for student 
loans, replacing them with funds that do not require repayment. 
Following the lead of institutions, philanthropists have partnered with local 
governments and school boards to create place-based scholarships in an effort to 
revitalize the college-going rate (and subsequent economies) of various communities. 
These types of awards have been made popular by the Kalamazoo Promise, a place-based 
scholarship program. As a result of the Kalamazoo Promise, high school graduates of 
Kalamazoo, Michigan, are guaranteed scholarships to any postsecondary institution in the 
state of Michigan. Since its inception, the Kalamazoo Promise has compelled others in 
cities around the country to create comparable programs, thereby accepting the challenge 
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to increase access to college (Cities of Promise, 2015). Jacksonville, Florida is one such 
city. In 2007, the presidents of four postsecondary institutions (Edward Waters College, 
Jacksonville University, Florida State College at Jacksonville and the University of North 
Florida) partnered with the mayor of Jacksonville and the superintendent of Duval 
County Public Schools to create a program designed to assist students from families 
earning a low income in their efforts to enter and successfully complete postsecondary 
study. One part of the program, The Jacksonville Commitment, provides scholarships for 
Duval County graduates to pursue degrees at one of the four institutional partners. This 
study examines the experiences of program participants who have completed a bachelor’s 
degree from one of the partner institutions. These students have a unique perspective 
warranting this investigation and chronicle. Their voices, experiences, victories, and 
challenges will hopefully provide some insight into creating interventions that contribute 
to student success for future scholarship program participants particularly. More 
generally, these students’ perspective may provide some guidance for further study aimed 
at improving programs that promote college access for students from families earning a 
low income.  
The Jacksonville Commitment is a research-based college access program 
initially modeled after The Kalamazoo Promise. The architects of the program further 
refined Jacksonville’s iteration to address the lack of access afforded to students from 
families earning a low income in the community, while simultaneously addressing the 
perils associated with a lack of comparable programs to help underrepresented students. 
The program incorporates many best practices grounded in retention literature in an effort 
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to translate access into true opportunity defined by college access and postsecondary 
completion. To this end, this study is grounded in the retention theories of student 
integration (Engstrom & Tinto, 2008; Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009), 
Astin’s student involvement (1993; 1999), student engagement (Kuh, 2001a; National 
Survey of Student Engagement, 2013) and the psychological model of student retention 
(Bean & Eaton, 2001).  
These four theories collectively form a fitting foundation because of the many 
similarities, yet particular contributions, of each to the field of student retention. One 
such similarity is the attention to two particular factors that impact student success. These 
two factors, active student participation and the thought processes of the individual 
student, are included to varying degrees in each of the four theories that constitute the 
framework of this study. The basic premise is that successful students participate in 
institutional relationships, thereby investing themselves in the institution because they 
perceive that it is safe, beneficial, and appropriate to do so. Furthermore, these students 
perceive their participation to be constructive. Each theory also includes a role for both 
the student and the institution to contribute to the likelihood of student success. None of 
the researchers cited suggests that the sole responsibility for student success belongs to 
the student or the institution. Instead, both the student and the institution are responsible 
for creating conditions that will increase retention and graduation rates for 
underrepresented students. The variances among the four theories are evident in both the 
approach to this collective responsibility and the reciprocity of student and institutional 
contribution.  
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Student Integration 
The basic tenet of Tinto’s (Engstrom & Tinto, 2008; Tinto, 1993) theory is that 
students become committed to the institution because they are well integrated into the 
institution. This integration is compelled by academic success and establishing 
relationships with faculty and staff members and will increase the likelihood of student 
persistence. He posits that successful students are those who create social connection, and 
align their intellectual values with the academic environment. He did not intend this 
prevalent idea of his theory to be an endorsement for assimilation and further clarified 
that beyond the “infancy” of student retention literature came a better understanding of 
factors that contribute to the success of underrepresented and minority students (Tinto, 
2007, p. 3). 
Tinto (1997) also emphasized the importance of relationships in retaining 
students, especially with a faculty member in the classroom environment. Students who 
experienced congruence (or an opportunity to fit in) within the classroom and with their 
faculty members, were more likely to commit to the institution and persist in their studies 
than those students who did not feel the sense that they belonged and never established a 
personal sense of membership in the academic community. The campus as a whole is 
seen as a microcosm of society with subcultures flourishing within it. The classroom is 
one such subculture that provides an opportunity for students to experience academic 
integration. Ideally, the institution would encourage other subcultures to flourish outside 
of the classroom to address other cultural values of the student so that social integration 
was more likely as well. The onus of responsibility on forming the type of relationship 
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that would help students establish membership within the community rested on both the 
student and the institution (Tinto, 1993).   
Student Involvement 
Astin (1993; 1999) posited that the more involved students are in the institution, 
the more likely they are to be successful students. His concept of involvement included 
both the quantity and quality of mental and physical effort expended by the student on 
purposeful academic activities. He continued to refine his theory to place an emphasis on 
the amount of time which allowed practitioners an opportunity to measure and observe 
the desired outcomes (Astin, 1999). 
Like Tinto, Astin (1999) viewed the institution as a contributor to student 
involvement, and did not solely place responsibility on the students to manufacture their 
own attempts to be involved. Instead, student involvement in purposeful activities could 
be encouraged by the institution so that to the extent a certain activity (for example, 
asking questions in class) is positively correlated with student success, the institution 
would encourage students to participate in that activity.   
Engagement 
The concept of engagement builds on the first two theories of integration and 
involvement, placing a more balanced onus of responsibility on the student and the 
institution. It is not a theory of student retention solely that is influenced by the institution 
but a theory of retention, to compel institutional improvement, where both parties enter 
into a mutually beneficial agreement that both entities will play a role in establishing 
expectations and creating, and enjoying, opportunities that lead to student success. Like 
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Astin (one of the architects of the survey instrument to assess engagement), the 
proponents of engagement emphasize quantity and quality of student effort in meaningful 
activities, yet with more of an emphasis on the institution’s purposeful and strategic 
attempts to create an environment conducive to student participation (Kuh, 2001a).  
Although the term “engagement” has sometimes been used generically, for the 
purpose of this study it will be defined as mutual investment of time (behavioral) and 
energy (cognitive) by students and institutions in educationally purposeful activities. This 
definition is directly correlated with the principles of the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE). This survey is given to students at varying levels of education and 
intended to be used by the institution to make informed decisions that contribute to 
retention efforts. The NSSE has helped to establish a more pointed description of 
activities to be considered by the institution that constitute engagement. The NSSE 
website lists ten engagement indicators that are organized into four themes. These four 
themes are academic challenge, learning with peers, experiences with faculty, and 
campus environment (National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013). The NSSE survey 
instrument is used to capture student perceptions of the institution, and the resulting data, 
is intended to be used by the institution to revisit or create policies and practices that 
improve student engagement. The point of view inherent to student engagement is to 
focus on institutional advancement and improvement for the sake of student retention.  
Psychological Model of Student Retention 
The psychological model incorporates concepts from the aforementioned theories 
of integration, involvement, and engagement. It can be distinguished from the other three 
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in that integration is the student’s self-perceived fit into the institution; involvement is 
how much the student invests personal energy in the institution; engagement is the extent 
to which the student and institution establish a partnership; and the psychological model 
includes the beliefs, thought processes, and mental disposition of the student regardless of 
the institution. Bean and Eaton (2000) include the idea of the psychological factors of the 
students before and during their integration into the college culture, involvement in 
college activities, and entrance into an agreement with the institution. These 
psychological factors are measures of self-efficacy, locus of control, and coping 
strategies. Underlying these three is the attitude-behavior theory. These psychological 
factors include the belief system and intentions of the student. Bean and Eaton (2001) 
believed retention to be an individually realized behavior whereby students’ attitudes 
were directly correlated with the likelihood that would exhibit the “retained” behavior. 
Although the emphasis on the predisposition of the student is a significant 
difference included in the psychological model, it also incorporates the idea that 
institutions can create effective retention programs designed to provide opportunities for 
feedback and interaction that would increase student self-efficacy, encourage student 
involvement, foster positive student perceptions, and compel decisions that strengthen the 
intent to persist (Bean & Eaton, 2001). The most successful retention programs account 
for students’ psychological predisposition and individual motivation and consider these 
factors to be significant in the student-institutional interaction. Finally, Bean and Eaton 
(2001) attend to the environmental factors that influence students after matriculation that 
are outside of the college environment. The resulting view of student retention is that a 
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student’s choice to persist is a culmination of factors that are beyond the scope of what 
the institution can manage yet within the realm of how programs can help mitigate 
influences that could potentially discourage persistence. 
All of the aforementioned theories include some recognition that no single 
practice, program, nor policy can be considered a best practice for every student. To this 
end, all of the theories provide some guidance in establishing developmentally 
appropriate programming for diverse student learners, particularly those from 
underrepresented populations. These theories collectively provide an appropriate 
foundation for the current study because in the development of theory regarding student 
success (and practices that create an atmosphere for that success), the ideals are more 
alike than they are different. The comparisons of these theories should be viewed 
developmentally. In so doing, the broad ideas of each theory seems to fluidly act as a 
starting point for the broad ideas of the next theory. Viewed through a developmental 
lens, Astin’s theory of involvement, Tinto’s theory of student integration, Kuh’s theory of 
student engagement, and Bean and Eaton’s psychological model of student retention are 
interconnected. Students who are invested enough to be involved are more likely to be 
integrated into the campus and thereby persist. Students are engaged if that integration is 
born out of a dynamically created agreement between the students and critically 
fashioned by the institution. All of these interactions exist in a microcosm of the students’ 
physical and emotional life before, during, and after enrollment. 
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Problem Statement 
In spite of the many colleges and universities that have joined the community of 
college access providers in programmatic efforts to increase the number of students 
pursuing postsecondary study, gaps in access and college completion continue to widen 
between students of color and their white peers, particularly in regard to college going 
rates (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). This disparity contributes to the disproportionate rates 
of poverty, poor health, and incarceration of African American and Hispanic citizens that 
tend to accompany a lack of postsecondary credentials (Baum et al., 2013; McKinsey & 
Company, 2009). To date, the National College Access Network has grown 500% in the 
last decade and now boasts more than 400 members with a shared mission to increase 
college access, particularly for underrepresented populations (National College Access 
Network, 2015). Many of these programs exist with varying success and some at great 
cost. Ongoing review is needed to ensure that the most fiscally responsible and effective 
programs are delivered during a time of greater diversity within the student body, 
increasing need for services, and limited resources to serve. This self-imposed scrutiny 
will allow college access program coordinators to attend to the educational attainment of 
a growing population of students who need the services these coordinators can be 
equipped to provide. The absence of scrutiny and an unwillingness to give a voice to the 
students we intend to serve will likely perpetuate the degree attainment gap and the 
inherent societal ills plaguing an already marginalized part of society.  
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Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this study was to better understand the experiences of Jacksonville 
Commitment Scholar graduates, including perceived challenges they faced and supports 
they received, that influenced their success. 
Research Questions 
The research questions for this study are intended to provide a voice for 
successful student participants of a college access program. The intent is for transparency 
that allows for the scrutiny necessary for program improvement. The research questions 
are broadly stated.  
1. How do Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program graduates describe their 
experiences as students and program participants? 
2. What assets and experiences do students view as contributing to their academic 
success? 
3. What barriers did students face, and how did they overcome them? 
Definition of Terms 
Continuous Enrollment refers to the enrollment pattern of no less than 12 credit 
hour enrollment in each the fall and spring terms every year without pause until 
graduation. 
Engagement is defined as a mutual investment of time (behavioral) and energy 
(cognitive) by students and institutions in educationally purposeful activities (National 
Survey of Student Engagement, 2013). 
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Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program is a place-based, need-based 
scholarship program in the city of Jacksonville. Students who are eligible for free or 
reduced lunch and are admitted to one of the four post-secondary partner institutions may 
be eligible to participate in this scholars program which includes a scholarship and 
requires students to participate in extensive support services. 
Low-income for the purposes of this study, the threshold was determined by Pell 
Grant eligibility. Students participating in The Jacksonville Commitment Scholars 
Program are deemed eligible as students from families earning a low income because 
they were eligible for free or reduced lunch during their high school years and qualified 
for the Pell Grant upon matriculating to the university. 
Psychological Model of Student Retention is a theory of student retention that 
includes three factors that provide insight about the student. These three factors are not 
contingent upon the institution: measures of self-efficacy, locus of control, and coping 
strategies (Bean & Eaton, 2000). 
Student Integration is a theory of retention that emphasizes social connection, 
aligned intellectual values, an opportunity to enjoy membership, and meaningful 
relationships, particularly with faculty (Tinto, 1993; 1997).  
Student Involvement is a theory recognizing the importance of the quantity and 
quality of mental and physical effort expended by the student on purposeful academic 
activities. The emphasis is on the ability to observe behaviors so that the quantity and 
quality construct is dependent on time on task (Astin, 1993; 1999). 
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Student Success was operationalized as continuous enrollment, consistent 
eligibility for the scholarship, and (ultimately) college graduation. 
Overview of Theoretical Framework and Methodology 
Case study is fitting for this type of dynamic probe as it has been described as a 
comprehensive research strategy that allows researchers to consider a phenomenon in 
“real life”. Although I have been able to report that the retention rate of JC scholars is 
significantly higher than the general student population and the average 6 year graduation 
rate for the 2008 and 2009 cohorts is slightly higher than the general population, I am not 
sure what contributes to their success. There are no clear indicators of which factors (if 
any) associated with the scholars program have had an impact on student success and no 
quantitative studies have been conducted to date to provide insight. Case studies are 
appropriate to probe into the “how” and “why” questions that are compelled by the 
uncertain boundaries of phenomenon and context.    
Stake (2005) asserts that in studies of multiple cases, these cases should be similar 
entities. In this collective case study design, each case represents one Jacksonville 
Commitment Scholars Program participant whose success is defined by the fact that they 
graduated from the university. The phenomenon under review is student participant 
success as evidenced by graduating from college. These students are members of the 
same group in that they are former Jacksonville Commitment Scholars and they are all 
college graduates. The fact that they were participants in the program means there are 
other similarities between the students as well. Four such similarities are that they would 
have all graduated from a public high school in Duval County, been eligible for free or 
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reduced lunch, been eligible for the federal Pell Grant, and they would have all started 
their college studies within three months of graduating from high school. 
As a methodology, collective case study is appropriate for this study for several 
reasons. First, it inherently includes an opportunity for a constant comparative approach 
to drawing meaning out of the analysis. This simply means the researcher makes 
comparisons among the cases as each case is explored, thereby considering themes that 
emerge throughout the interviews, and similarities and differences between student 
perspectives. It also means the researcher returns to the conceptual framework after each 
interview and when probing into each case (Yin, 2003). This constant comparison allows 
the researcher to consider themes throughout the collection of data. Potential patterns and 
the outcome of the interviews are not yet known, so this approach allows for the 
researcher to draw meaning during the pursuit of understanding (Glaser, 1965).  
In collective case study, the researcher has no control over the events. This was 
true of this current study. Although the students/cases are not current participants in the 
scholars program, they were fitting candidates for the study because they have 
experienced the success (graduation) that is one significant goal of the program. The 
students were asked questions that drew on any and/or all of their years as participants in 
the scholarship program. The program still exists but has changed significantly since the 
student participants were enrolled. As such, the researcher is unable to manipulate their 
experiences but can provide a voice to these students thereby articulating the 
complexities of their success within context. It is already known that 64% of the students 
in the first cohort of the program graduated within 5 years (which surpasses the 6 year 
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graduation rate of the institution). What is not known is “why” nor “how” the program 
may have compelled the success of these students. These types of research questions are 
best answered by case study methodology (Yin, 2003).  
Finally, collective case study is an appropriate methodology because researchers 
are expected to draw on multiple sources of data. In this particular study, in addition to 
the semi-structured interviews, and program documents, the researcher has institutional 
data highlighting the major successes of the program. These data points include 
graduation rates, cumulative grade point averages, and retention rates. These data points 
are often used to define “student success.” This examination of more than one source of 
data allows for triangulation (confirming whether or not what I hear in interviews is 
evident upon review of archival data and program documents). Triangulating data 
provides greater credibility to the study. The other credibility techniques that will be used 
are thick description, member checking, negative case analysis, and reflexivity. 
Significance of the Research 
Higher education administrators and student services practitioners operate in a 
climate of intense scrutiny and accountability. The attention on each institution’s return 
on investment for the educational community is more concentrated in light of the current 
economy, budget cuts, and tuition increases. The College Board (2013) report on Trends 
in Higher Education includes a table depicting the range of increases in in-state tuition 
across the United States. The figures are as low as a 2% increase in Maryland and as high 
as an 81% increase in Arizona over the course of the last five years. Within the same time 
frame, the maximum Pell Grant for low-income students only increased by $1,100. As 
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resources become increasingly scarce for the general public, more students are eligible 
for need-based aid while more institutions are increasing tuition, thus heightening the 
need (Bozick, 2007). This oft times larger and more diverse group of financially needy, 
college bound students may represent the families who have experienced generational 
poverty or those who, through an economic downturn, are experiencing situational 
poverty. Although institutional efforts to retain students are good for the entire student 
body, retention officers must be very purposeful in their approach to the particular needs 
of the students of a particular institution. The best practices of an institution will attend to 
the context of both the institutional demography and national demographic trends.  
The most current census reports depict a “browning” of the American public 
between 2000 and 2010. During this 10-year period, the Hispanic population grew by 
43%, accounting for more than half of America’s population increase. The total minority 
population grew by 29% with minorities representing the majority of the population in 
some areas of the country (Texas, California, the District of Columbia, Hawaii, and New 
Mexico). In spite of these growing population numbers, the percentage of minority 
college graduates is disproportionately low. Whereas 30% of America’s population 
identifies themselves as minority, only 21% have a bachelor’s degree or higher. The only 
exception in college graduation rates among students of color is seen among Asian 
students. Although they account for 5% of the population, Asian graduates constitute 8% 
of all college graduates (United States Census Department, 2013).  
Aforementioned higher education administrators and student services 
practitioners who are responsible for strategic planning must be prepared to attend to the 
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changing demography and all of the opportunities and challenges these changes present. 
College access programs and retention programs for underrepresented populations can be 
found at virtually every postsecondary institution, yet racial and economic gaps in 
graduation persist in most of America’s colleges. Although the present study is not 
extensive enough to inform specific retention and programming decisions at varying 
institutions, it may provide a blueprint for comparable studies at other institutions. At the 
very least, the conceptual framework that continues to be refined through this exploration 
will offer a perspective for future inquiry at other institutions and/or in other 
communities.  
A team of educators concerned about impacting the immediate Jacksonville 
community and serving an increasingly diverse population of needy students created a 
retention program based upon the best practices in retention and an already existing 
program in another city. The resulting program, The Jacksonville Commitment Scholars 
Program, allowed for examination of a naturally occurring experiment. Although 
retention efforts were already underway at the university, the addition of this program 
meant there was a team of student services professionals responsible for providing 
structured supports to students who were members of the scholars program.  
Delimitations of the Study 
The study is delimited to participants in the JC Scholars program entering in the 
Summer of 2008 or thereafter. They were required to meet the following eligibility 
requirements to be accepted into the program.  
1. Graduates of a public high school in Duval County; 
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2. Eligible for free or reduced lunch during high school years; 
3. Matriculated to the state university within three months of 
graduating from high school; 
4. Eligible for the Pell Grant upon matriculation; 
5. Recent college graduate (students graduated between 2011 and 
2014). 
In the course of four or more years of study at the university, these students had 
the opportunity to engage in many areas of the campus that are not directly related to the 
program. They have successfully completed their undergraduate studies and were college 
graduates in the class of 2011, 2012, 2013 or 2014.  
Limitations of the Study 
Recent graduates of The Jacksonville Commitment Scholars program were 
interviewed in an attempt to better understand their experiences and the perceived impact 
of the program on their academic success. A few limitations are inherent to the study 
because of the proposed qualitative methodology (Johnson & Christenson, 2008). 
Specifically, knowledge produced via the study will not be immediately generalizable to 
a larger population or transferable to other settings, findings will allow for causal 
inferences about the effects of the JC program on student outcomes, and the subjectivity 
of the researcher will likely impact the process and the results. Other limitations result 
from specifics in the study design. As before stated, these students would have graduated 
between 2011 and 2014. To this end, their ability to recall the particular impactful 
experiences may have been hindered especially if the impact occurred during the earlier 
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school years. As such, the elapsed time and the likelihood that the scholars did not 
remember the fine details of their experiences are a limitation of this study.  
The scope of the proposed study is relatively narrow in comparison to the many 
experiences the students could have had during their college years. The impact of the 
scholars program is of interest. The complexities of their experiences are not meant to be 
reduced to a single program, yet a full story of the context of their lives as participants in 
this program would be more than is the scope of this study. Although the students were 
not discouraged from recounting the impact of factors beyond the scholars program, the 
study focus was on this particular program and its participants. Thick description, 
member checking, triangulation, negative case analysis, and reflexivity were the 
credibility techniques used to mitigate these limitations and promote credibility. A more 
detailed discussion about these credibility techniques is included in Chapter 3.  
Organization of the Study 
This study is organized into five chapters. This paragraph concludes the first 
chapter. Chapter two provides an overview of the current literature on programs and 
factors impacting postsecondary student success. The research design and methodology 
are included in Chapter three. Chapter four includes a detailed analysis of the data. 
Finally, the answers to the research questions and a detailed section on the implications 
of the study are included in the concluding Chapter five.   
Chapter Summary 
The preceding chapter included the background of the proposed study, a frame for 
the study, and a brief discussion of the foundational theories that provide the basis for the 
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conceptual framework. The statement of the problem and a brief introduction to the 
proposed design and methodology followed. The chapter ends with the significance of 
the study, delimitations, limitations, and definition of terms. These elements provide a 
preview of more detailed discussions to be included in future chapters. The intent is to 
provide a context for how the researcher progressed from the particulars of the issue to a 
necessary inquiry.  
The need for retention programming will likely not be argued by any professional 
in higher education. There is a collective call for best practices among the postsecondary 
institutions of our country and the agencies, governments, and public that funds them. 
Unfortunately, retention programming cannot be approached as a one-size-fits-all 
opportunity to create a master program to be used on all students at any institution. 
Instead, higher education academicians should respond to the scrutiny of articulating the 
specific value by providing pointed attempts to create retention programs that attend to 
the particular needs of the students within their student body (as opposed to the needs of 
the student body as if every student is a replica of every other student at the institution). 
Although this proposed study is focused on the graduates of The Jacksonville 
Commitment Scholars Program, the study is important in its attempt to better understand 
the perspectives of these students and will hopefully provide a blueprint for other college 
access program and retention program providers as well. Alone, the study is not meant to 
substitute for comprehensive program evaluation but a key benefit of collective case 
study is clarity through exploration. This exploration and the ensuing clarity provide 
guidance on how to hone the retention component intended through The Jacksonville 
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Commitment Scholars Program particularly. Further, this study also provides some 
guidance on where to begin in developing programs for students who are not participants 
in the scholars program but who are from families with minimal financial means.  
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE 
Introduction 
Prior to the passing of the Higher Education Act of 1965, access to postsecondary 
education was merely a dream for many high school graduates in America, specifically 
those students from low socio-economic and minority backgrounds. In recent years, 
legislators, policy makers, and educational leaders have recognized the benefits of 
investing in underrepresented students opening doors of opportunity to them to pursue 
postsecondary study. As a result, place-based scholarship programs are springing up in 
institutions and communities all over America to encourage and attract students for 
postsecondary study. The first iteration of place-based scholarships as modeled by 
Kalamazoo focused on all students in the community and provided funding for those 
students to go to any school in the state (Miller-Adams, 2009). The second generation of 
place-based scholarships (need based) specifically focuses on the needs of students from 
families earning a low income. Further, institutions across America have implemented 
one program after another to assist first generation college students and/or students who 
face economic challenges that may hinder their college access and completion.  
The overarching question guiding this study was: What do program participants 
feel has contributed to their success? To provide a framework for addressing this 
question, the review of the literature that follows includes a historical perspective on 
higher education access, research regarding the financial and social costs of providing or 
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not providing access to postsecondary education, current research on effective models 
and programs that target first generation college students, and factors that impact students 
access to higher education and their persistence to degree completion. Also included in 
this section is a review of relevant theories regarding college student retention.  
The Cost of Education 
Although the popular idea of educational cost often limits the definition to 
financial sacrifices, a thorough view of the cost of education also takes into account any 
potential benefits that mitigate some, if not all, of the sacrifices made. The literature 
provides an expanded view of educational costs that could be depicted on a matrix to 
include financial and social categories juxtaposed to individual, institutional, and 
community (local and national) levels. A thorough review also compels consideration 
that just as there are evident costs to provide education to students, there are innumerable 
costs to every level of our society when access to education is denied (Baum et al., 2013; 
Baum & Payea, 2004). The detriments of limited access are particularly salient when 
access is denied to students who are typically underrepresented at the postsecondary level 
(Kim, 2007).  
Individual costs and benefits 
The students who are given an opportunity to access postsecondary study 
evidently pay a great cost that is offset by the many individual benefits available as a 
result of advanced study. The financial costs of education include the cost of tuition, 
institutional fees, housing, meals, books, and materials. Other costs to be factored in 
include the loss of income that could have been earned if the student were not enrolled in 
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college. Another cost to be considered in a thorough discussion includes the cost of 
paying for access to education when the degree program is not completed, thereby 
requiring students to pay for an unrealized investment. 
For those students who have been granted access to postsecondary study because 
of financial assistance, the financial costs are mitigated thus diminishing the stressors 
attached to a fear of not being able to afford to attend college (Bui, 2002; Nora, Barlow, 
& Crisp, 2006). This is particularly important for students from families earning a low 
income who have been more likely to live with limited resources, an increasing cost of 
living, and a comparably diminishing living wage (Arzy, Davies, & Harbour, 2006; 
Gladieux, 1996). Over the past 20 years, students pursuing higher education have 
experienced steadily increasing tuitions coupled with constrictions in the federal grant 
programs that have been replaced by daunting loan programs, prepaid college plans, and 
ever-limited tax exemptions. The result has been a smaller investment on behalf of the 
government and a heavier financial burden for students (Arzy, Davies, & Harbour, 2006; 
Gladieux, 1996; Nora et al., 2006).  
Students who enroll in higher education are exposed to diverse populations of 
people and ideas. This exposure diversifies their social experiences and increases the 
network through which they have access to life opportunities. Students who pursue 
postsecondary study do so with the hope of a better life because those who complete 
postsecondary study are more likely to enjoy the upward mobility an advanced credential 
allows (Gladieux, 1996; Ishitani, 2006; Miller-Adams, 2009). Students from families 
earning a low income are widely represented among first generation college students and 
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often experience a significant adjustment upon entering postsecondary study (Balz & 
Esten, 1998; Bryan & Simmons, 2009; Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & 
Covarrubias, 2012). Studies have reported that college students change in relation to their 
new environment and tend to enjoy more self-esteem, artistic interests, and competence. 
In his groundbreaking study of postsecondary students at more than 1,300 institutions, 
Astin (1993) found that these changes tended to mirror the faculty at the institution and 
the students’ peer group, thereby supporting the old adage that “you complement the 
company you keep.” Although studies have shown that low-income students are tentative 
in their willingness to invest in social activities and the college network (Arzy, Davies, & 
Harbour, 2006; Stuber, 2011; Stephens et al., 2012), when financial aid disbursements 
cover the cost of attendance, the students at least have an opportunity to become 
participants in activities that promote integration and academic success. 
Institutional costs and benefits 
Research findings have consistently shown that recruiting students is more constly 
than retaining students. In light of the stagnant--and oft times declining--graduation rates, 
it would seem that institutions are willing to make a significant investment. Gladieux and 
Swail (2000) suggested that institutions invest in partnerships to ensure the recruitment 
process purposefully provides access to students who have been given the appropriate 
precollege preparation that would increase their likelihood of success.  
Administrators of institutions committed to student success will invest in the 
social integration of their students in an attempt to facilitate student success. Good 
practice encourages institutions to create programs and offer services that are fitting for 
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long-term student success (Chickering & Potter, 1993; Foubert & Grainger, 2006). The 
fact that students express an interest or even enroll in an institution is not the level of 
investment necessary to ensure that students will graduate. Unfortunately, in an attempt 
to attend to cost efficiency, the American system of education supports ever-growing 
institutions, commuter campuses, online education, and part-time enrollment. Engstrom 
and Tinto (2008, p.50) compared the tendency to enroll students without the appropriate 
infrastructure as poor practice, asserting “access without support is not opportunity.” 
Community costs and benefits 
Families earning a low income who struggle to escape from poverty do not enjoy 
the benefit of access to higher education alone; nor are they the only individuals impacted 
when they suffer the detriment of being denied access (Baum et al., 2013; Gandara, Horn, 
& Orfield, 2005; Miller-Adams, 2009). When members of society do not have an 
opportunity to enjoy the upward mobility that comes with advanced study, the entire 
workforce and the economy suffer because academic achievement and the economic 
health of a community are positively correlated. The workforce suffers in that the 
individuals who constitute the workforce do not have the opportunity to advance with 
training and education. If this trend continues, this economic suffering could create 
pockets of severe poverty evident in the communities with the poorest performing 
schools. As before stated, this concentration of poverty and poor academic achievement 
will be coupled with a community concentration of low skills, poor health, high 
incarceration, lost productivity, and high unemployment (Baum et al., 2013; McKinsey & 
Company, 2009). Conversely, the presence of higher education institutions within a 
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community contributes to economic growth because of the opportunity of its citizens to 
be more productive through training, education ( McKinsey & Company, 2009; Miller-
Adams, 2009), and civic engagement (Baum et al., 2013).  
Social capital is another area to be considered when addressing the costs and 
benefits of advanced study. Coleman (1988) introduced the concept of social capital as a 
parallel concept to financial, physical, and human capital. He also identified three forms 
of social capital to include obligations and expectations, information-flow capability, and 
norms. Social capital is heavily reliant on social networks and relationships (whether 
personal, familial, or professional) and credits this networks as the means by which 
society functions. Continually marginalized populations are often excluded from full 
citizenship within communities rich in social capital. Miller-Adams (2009) described 
social capital as community networks, participation in civic groups, philanthropic 
resources, and high levels of education. She continued her discussion on social capital by 
explaining Putnam’s (2000) concepts of “bonding” and “bridging,” where the former is a 
cohesion that occurs among members who have comparable social standing, whereas the 
latter is an outreach that goes beyond group membership. In order to establish a socially 
just community, bridging social capital across all levels of a community should be 
standard practice. It is essential to economic and political health that the costs of 
education are affordable for everyone who wishes to pursue postsecondary study and not 
just a privilege of the more affluent.  
The higher levels of education obtained by the privileged class continually 
perpetuate their monopoly of social capital. This results in their representation in higher 
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education in general, and a higher percentage of the privileged class at the nation’s top 
universities. The McKinsey & Company report (2009) cited significant differences 
between students from higher levels of income distribution than those from lower levels 
of income distribution. The disparity outlined in the report is 82% as the top half 
constitutes 91% of the freshman class compared to only 9% of students from the bottom 
half. Astin and Oseguera (2004) contrasted the likelihood of students attending college 
based on the educational attainment of their parents. The difference was just as stark as 
that of income level. In this particular study, students with college educated parents were 
500% more likely to attend a prestigious university than students who were the first in 
their families to pursue postsecondary study. A postsecondary degree from more 
prestigious schools resulted in higher earnings, thereby exacerbating the gap between 
students from families with college educated parents and those who are the first in their 
families to go to college in academic achievement, access to education, personal social 
capital, and lifetime earnings (Astin & Oseguera, 2004; Gladieux & Swail, 2000; 
McKinsey & Company, 2009).  
Attempts to Provide Access 
The enactment of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 brought about two 
decades of expansion in higher education. Within this statute, the Special Programs for 
Students from Disadvantaged Backgrounds was formed, and Upward Bound was the first 
program formed. One year later, the passing of the 1965 Higher Education Act, HEA, 
continued the US government’s attempts to provide access to postsecondary study and 
gave birth to the second “special” program, Talent Search. HEA was initiated in the midst 
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of the Civil Rights Movement and the War on Poverty, after the G.I. Bill legislation 
intended to address the needs of soldiers returning from World War II who were 
attempting to transition back into civilian society while providing for their families. The 
doors of access expanded to receive these soldiers and other students who were largely 
underrepresented on America’s campuses, while the coffers of the government opened to 
assist needy students who were unable to pay. This new influx of students caused a 
greater need for support services on America’s college campuses and prompted the third 
of the “special” programs, Student Support Services. Other programs have followed in 
reauthorizations of the original HEA, but these three programs were the impetus for the 
name change from Special Programs for Students from Disadvantaged Backgrounds to 
TRIO. 
Collectively, TRIO is the federal government’s attempt to ensure that students 
from underserved populations and/or underrepresented students would be successful in 
postsecondary education (Balz & Esten, 1998; Blake, 1998). Upward Bound, Student 
Success Services Program, and Talent Search were designed to provide early intervention 
to encourage a targeted population of students in their postsecondary pursuit, to create an 
extended family of supporters through the outreach of the TRIO staff, and to continue 
support throughout the college years. This target population ranges from students in 
grades 6 to adult students, who are from families earning a low income and/or the first in 
their families to go to college.  
Although comparable in the overall goal to support underrepresented student 
populations, the founding TRIO programs have fine distinctions. The Upward Bound 
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program is a college access program for high school students. The overall goal of the 
program is to increase the college going and college graduating rate of its program 
participants. Upward Bound emphasizes academic support and offers tutoring throughout 
the school year. Many programs also include a residential summer program on a college 
campus in an attempt to acclimate students to higher education while strengthening 
academic skills during the summer months. The purpose for the Talent Search program is 
comparable but emphasizes assisting students who may be marginal academic performers 
or who have already dropped out of high school. The third program of TRIO, Student 
Support Services, provides assistance to students who have already matriculated to 
postsecondary study in an effort to increase their retention, college graduation rates, and 
likelihood of pursuing graduate study. Program supports include assistance in securing 
financial aid, tutoring services, and counseling services for academic and social issues, 
completing a plan of postsecondary study, and securing midterm progress reports (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2015). 
The TRIO programs have a long history and many successes in serving diverse 
students at many different institutions. McElroy and Armesto (1998) found that high 
school student expectations of success increase as does their likelihood of enrolling in 
more academic courses during their high school years. McLure and Child (1998) further 
studied this phenomenon and found that African American Upward Bound participants 
took more years of mathematics, foreign language, and science than did their African 
American, non-participant peers. They also found that Hispanic Upward Bound 
participants took more mathematics and science courses than their non-participant peers. 
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This additional academic preparation likely contributes to student preparation for the 
rigors of college-level course work, broadens their opportunities to access various types 
of postsecondary institutions, and increases the likelihood of early success. The 
opportunity for these students to engage in activities and discussions designed to prepare 
them for college matriculation, coupled with student reports of greater intentions to seek 
help once enrolled in college, contributed to the findings in the study conducted by 
McLure and Child (1998). Additionally, studies have found that TRIO participants are 
more satisfied with the curriculum after entering their postsecondary institution; are more 
positive about their work skills development; are more satisfied with counseling and 
career placement services; and are more likely to have graduated with their bachelor’s 
degrees when compared with their TRIO eligible but non-participating peers.  
The TRIO programs and services provided to students before and during 
postsecondary study have been said to increase the success of program participants so 
that they are as likely to be successful as their peers who are not eligible for the program. 
This success has been defined as higher grade point averages and higher retention rates 
for students participating in the Student Success Program as well as an increased 
likelihood of degree attainment for each additional year of participation in the Upward 
Bound program (Dortch, 2012). These findings are encouraging for TRIO programs 
because students of color and students of poverty tend to account for a disproportionate 
number of students who are not retained when compared to their more affluent, White 
student peers. Braunstein, Lesser, and Pescatrice (2008) cite the success of a group of 
college students who were participants in one such program. In this three year study, 130 
44 
 
program participants were retained at a rate comparable to the general population of 
students in spite of having entered the college with lower test scores, higher grade point 
averages, and lower family incomes. The success of programs like Student Support 
Services is promising in light of the many potential college students who may not be 
willing, or able, to participate in additional college preparation and pre-college support 
services. Student Support Services and other comparable programs may provide the type 
of remedial services during the college years necessary for this population. 
The financial aid policies that emerged from the HEA have also contributed to 
attempts to provide access to diverse students who would not otherwise have been able to 
afford to attend college. Unfortunately, recent political emphases on accountability, 
performance funding, and efficiency place additional requirements on institutions and 
students attempting to provide and access financial aid funds. Educational institutions at 
all levels are more closely scrutinized and are more likely to be required to quantify 
progress while justifying financing. Ideally this scrutiny would bode well for students 
who would benefit from an institution required to quantify the success of its students. 
Instead, the scrutiny, coupled with the economy, is evident in shifting financial aid 
policies that place greater responsibility on students who may have fewer options for 
securing and maintaining loans and other funding. This new shift gives credence to the 
notion that higher education is “more romance than reality” (Arzy, Davies, & Harbour, 
2006, p. 750). In short, many colleges can tout an open-door policy or a commitment to 
access with many glossy brochures of campus life. The glamour of higher education 
depicted in the marketing materials essentially romanticizes a world that, in spite of open 
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doors, is closed to many students whose reality leaves them with few resources to pursue 
a postsecondary degree because of limited financial resources. 
Programs designed to recruit, retain, and equip underrepresented students create a 
realistic promise from the institution to the students who need the additional assistance. 
Although the direct result of these programs is evident in the gains experienced by the 
student, the retention and graduation rate of postsecondary institutions improves when the 
objectives of college access and success programs are met as well. These gains may be 
more difficult to quantify and the impact dulled when the number of students 
participating in a given program is so small so as not to compel a cultural shift. For 
example, high school students participating in a GEAR Up program or a regional TRIO 
program may choose to go to any number of postsecondary institutions. Conversely, 
students at any particular institution may participate in a college Student Success 
Program then take the value of their earned postsecondary credential to any number of 
cities that become “home” after college graduation. College access program practitioners 
must be prepared to articulate the “return on investment” for the individual, institution, 
and immediate communities. To this end, place-based scholarship programs are gaining 
popularity in the college access and success community.  
Place-based Scholarship Programs 
The concept of place-based scholarship programs was initiated with the 
Kalamazoo Promise in Kalamazoo, Michigan. As a Kalamazoo initiative, it is fitting to 
define place-based scholarships in concert with a brief description of the Kalamazoo 
Promise. The Kalamazoo Promise announcement took place in November 2005 to great 
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fanfare from the citizens of the community and with great scrutiny from many outside of 
Kalamazoo. The scholarship program was “an unprecedented experiment in education-
based economic renewal” (Miller-Adams, 2009, pg. 1).  
The three key principles of the program included universal accessibility, up to 
100% funding for tuition and fees, and flexible terms for accessing and maintaining the 
award. The first principle of universal accessibility meant that every graduate of the 
public school system was eligible for the scholarship with no regard to documented 
citizenship, academic merit, or financial need. Further, the students could use the 
scholarship dollars at any Michigan postsecondary institution. The second principle 
employed a funding formula such that the award funded 100% of the tuition and fees for 
students who were enrolled in the public school system since kindergarten. The 
proportion of funding decreased for students who were enrolled for a shorter period of 
time. Finally, the third principle, terms of use, allowed students to access their promised 
scholarship any time within 10 years of high school graduation. Once they matriculated, 
the renewal GPA criterion was only 2.0. Students who fell below this requirement were 
reinstated as Promise scholars upon returning to a 2.0 GPA (Miller-Adams, 2009).  
The information about the success of the Kalamazoo Promise program includes 
promising results in public school enrollment and individual student achievement. The 
district had a 40% increase in new students to the Kalamazoo schools and 2006 and has 
since had a decrease in exits from the district. The exit rate fell from 17.9% three years 
prior to the start of the Promise to 12.7% between 2005 and 2009. These enrolled 
students also showed gains in GPA and behavioral improvement. In the first year after 
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the announcement of the Promise, student suspensions fell by an average of one day per 
school year; in the second year the decline had increased to two fewer days each year. 
Although not seen for all students, the GPA for African American students saw 
improvements with the greatest increase occurring in the 2007-2008 school year (.70). 
Bartik and Lachowska (2014) speculated that the increase in GPA was a direct result of 
the increased number of days spent in class because of the decreased number of days 
spent in suspension. The same GPA gains were not seen with great significance among 
the White students who were also Promise eligible.  
The Kalamazoo Promise has since compelled other institutions and communities 
to create comparable place-based scholarship programs. The Denver Scholarship 
Foundation is one such program. The program deployed college preparatory advisors into 
12 area high schools during the 2014-2015 academic year. These individuals were 
charged with shepherding students through their high school years; assisting students and 
families with the financial aid application process; and guiding students through the 
college application process. Students working with these college preparatory advisors and 
demonstrating financial need were eligible to receive a scholarship to any Colorado state 
school or community college. They had to also apply for at least three other scholarships 
in a good faith effort to explore other resources to finance their postsecondary education, 
even if they had no unmet need. Students were not required to demonstrate financial need 
to qualify for the mentoring portion of program and were encouraged to exercise 
discipline to work with the precollege advisor. The program began in 2006 with the 
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fervent support of the mayor and a community philanthropist dedicated to the education 
of the city’s students (Denver Scholarship Foundation, 2015).  
On a smaller scale, the El Dorado Promise, in Southern Arkansas, has enjoyed 
success assisting El Dorado High School graduates in their college pursuits to any 
accredited higher education institution. The accompanying scholarship was initially 
determined by years of attendance in the public schools but eventually did not require the 
student live in the immediate district. As in the two previously described programs, El 
Dorado did not require that students demonstrate any financial need. Since its inception, 
91% of the students who are eligible for the El Dorado Promise enrolled in college and 
27% from the class of 2007 graduated in 5 years or fewer (El Dorado Promise, 2015). 
Singell and Stater (2006) found that need-based aid directly and positively 
impacted initial enrollment and indirectly increased the likelihood that students would 
complete postsecondary study. Other studies have suggested that the likelihood of 
graduation is more positively impacted with each increasing award that included 
scholarships, institutional grants (Astin, 1993; Goldrick-Rab, Harris, Kelchen, & Benson, 
2012), and work study (Astin, 1999; Fike & Fike, 2008; Nora et al., 2006). Finding the 
appropriate combination of scholarships, grants, and work-study funding can be a 
complex undertaking but is necessary to address individual student needs. In so doing, 
well intentioned institutional financial aid disbursement policies can have significantly 
positive effects on overall student recruitment and retention. 
Students may feel a sense of vulnerability because they are not comfortable with 
their new environment. To this end, involving parents and guardians in the college 
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preparation process has been shown to provide the guidance needed to encourage 
persistence of first-generation students and students of color (Nora & Cabrera, 2006). 
Furthermore, early and ongoing involvement of family members has been suggested as a 
tool for providing a cultural connection for students as they are more inclined toward a 
collectivist orientation, thereby valuing community membership (Tierney, 1999).  
Guiffrida (2006) also suggests these students be given some assistance to help them 
flourish in the more individualistic settings found at predominantly white institutions. 
The presence of an encouraging adult who is also a representative of the institution helps 
to endear and involve the student in the campus community and has been considered a 
difference-making component in student success (Arzy, Davies, & Harbour, 2006; Coll & 
Draves, 2009; Gladieux, 1996). Within the Jacksonville Commitment, this “encouraging 
adult” comes in the form of an academic advisor who was hired solely to shepherd 
Jacksonville Commitment scholars at the university beyond the admissions process from 
the point of orientation through each student’s college graduation. This advisor role is 
intended to couple access to education with the guidance and support to encourage degree 
completion. 
The advisor plays a critical role in the community of support crafted for JC 
scholars. As espoused in Bean and Eaton’s (2001) writings, this supportive community is 
intended to provide opportunities for students to interact with each other, the university 
faculty and staff, and The Jacksonville Commitment staff. There are three different 
components of this college-based scholars community. The first is a College Success 
course taught by the advisor to Jacksonville Commitment scholars and other advisors 
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housed in the freshman advising office. This course is taught during the fall of the 
students’ first year at the university. The purpose of the course follows the 
recommendation of the literature in that the course is designed to help students adapt to 
the university environment; learn and practice academic and social skills needed to be 
successful; and offer opportunities to problem solve with their peers in the company of a 
supportive adult (Bean & Eaton, 2001; Cabrera, Nora, Crissman, Terenzini, Bernal, & 
Pascarella, 2002; Engstrom & Tinto, 2008). Because studies have touted the benefits of 
first year seminars, this class is mandatory for JC scholars during their first fall semester. 
The second component is student success workshops. The workshops are optional for all 
scholars unless individually required of the scholar by the advisor. The third college 
program component is a scholars’ symposium and is completely voluntary. The 
workshops and symposium extend the learning and opportunity to practice collaboration 
skills beyond the classroom. They also provide an opportunity for students to strengthen 
academic and social support networks that lead to greater incidents of persistence 
(Cabrera, et al., 2002; Webster & Showers, 2011).   
Freshman scholars and sophomores who do not meet the standards of academic 
progress are required to attend regular meetings with the advisor. This interaction is 
meant to be comparable to what Bean and Eaton (2001) call “planned mentoring” and is 
designed to intrusively--yet with nurturing--provide course advisement, academic 
program planning, timely referral to campus resources, and individual support. Programs 
like The Jacksonville Commitment follow Kuh’s (2001a) claim that a mutual agreement 
between the student and the institution leads to the perception of a more supportive 
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environment. This in turn encourages student engagement beyond the required activities 
of the program structure. 
Theoretical Framework Underlying the Research Purpose 
HEA policies and the ensuing diversity evident on America’s campuses created 
an academic environment in need of a body of knowledge regarding how best to serve 
students. Concepts like student development, retention, integration, involvement, 
attrition, and engagement have become increasingly popular as institutions diligently 
recruit and struggle to retain a diverse student body. In short, these theories and models 
all attempt to clarify issues surrounding how institutions serve and educate students, how 
students perceive and receive their new roles, and how the relationship can be mutually 
beneficial. For the purpose of this study, the conceptual framework comes from Tinto’s 
(Engstrom & Tinto, 2008; Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009) theory of 
integration, Astin’s (1993; 1999) theory of student involvement, Kuh’s concept of 
engagement (Kuh, 2001a; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009), and 
the psychological model of student retention created by Bean and Eaton (2001).  
Although the language of student retention and concepts of the aforementioned 
student development theories are often used interchangeably, there are fine distinctions 
that should be noted for clarification. In his student integration model, Tinto (1993) stated 
that successful students are able to make the transitions necessary by creating new social 
connections and by aligning with intellectual values that are the culture of the academic 
environment. This assertion was not an endorsement for attempting to assimilate minority 
students into a majority culture. To the contrary, to the extent that institutions are 
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microcosms of society, Tinto felt that faculty and staff should assist students in finding a 
membership in some part of the college community to foster a connection to the campus. 
Tinto argued that the classroom is even more important than the campus at large. Tinto 
stated that students who found a connection in the classroom and those who fostered a 
relationship with a faculty member were even more likely to exert effort in the learning 
process and to persist. Student retention is essentially a function of student’s perceiving 
that they have made meaningful connections with other students, faculty, and staff on 
their college campuses and have made a free choice to persist at their institutions. 
Conversely, those students who chose to leave the institution were not retained 
because they had experienced incongruent interactions with their educational 
environments. In simpler terms, they did not fit in. The language of Tinto’s theory did not 
blame the students as if they had failed but was written to encourage institutions to 
recognize their influence in providing opportunities for students to find a sense of 
belonging within the institution (Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009). In 
his attempt to explain the reasons students were likely to depart their intuitions, Tinto 
recognized student choice as a key factor. He connected a student’s voluntary departure 
with the student’s willingness to create a connection and the faculty and staff member’s 
willingness to create the opportunities for students to do so.  
Student development focuses on what student outcomes should be reached while 
student involvement attends to how [much time is spent and how much energy is 
expended when] students are engaged in processes that facilitate their development. Astin 
(1999) defined student involvement as “the amount of physical and psychological energy 
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that the student devotes to the academic experience” (p. 518). An involved student 
expends effort to become an active member of the college environment by disciplined 
study, meetings with faculty, participation in campus activities and organizations, 
utilizing campus resources, and other such activities. Astin’s theory of involvement was 
supported by a few postulates. The first recognized that involvement may be viewed 
through a general or a specific lens (the student experience and compiling data for a 
research paper are respective examples). Second, he placed involvement along a 
continuum for each student who may exert less or more energy at any given time. Third, 
Astin recognized that assessments of involvement can be either quantitative (the number 
of hours spent analyzing data) or qualitative (the extent to which the student understands 
a concept or is relying on rote memory) (Astin, 1993; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 
2009). The second and third postulates spoke to program and policy implications. College 
administrators desiring to put the theory into practice were encouraged to consider 
student learning and development within the context of the quantity and quality of 
student involvement and posited a direct correlation. Students who expend time and 
energy in quality school programs will be more likely to reach learning and 
developmental goals. Finally, Astin considered policies effective to the extent that they 
would increase student involvement in the institutional community. The tenets of this 
theory resembled the psychological construct of motivation but differ in that they are 
observable and measurable. The ability to measure the quantity and quality of student 
involvement allows practitioners an opportunity to establish quantifiable outcomes and 
make the necessary adjustments to encourage student success. 
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Astin (1984) put an emphasis on student time in his theory. He considered the 
amount of time students have to devote to quality activities designed to enhance their 
learning and development as a resource. The extent to which students invest this time and 
effort in quality activities will dictate the extent to which they reach developmental goals. 
Written as a formula, this assertion would be depicted as follows:  
(fTime + fEffort) Purposeful Retention Activities = fDevelopmental Goals. 
Astin’s creation of the Input-Environment-Outcome (I-E-O) model to depict the 
components of his theory, in its simplest translation, is comparable to the formula 
suggested above. Time and effort are included within the inputs, purposeful retention 
activities should be included within the environment, and the developmental goals are the 
outcomes. Institutions may be more or less inclined to create an environment with 
appropriate activities, opportunities, and support to encourage students to invest the time 
necessary to reach the desired outcomes.  
This institutional role is a key component in the construct of engagement. 
Administrators have the responsibility to create an institutional culture that has a 
commitment to student success through interwoven programs, policies and practices. The 
campus community is invested in the success of every student, recognizing that the 
student body changes every five to seven years. The juxtaposition of a changing student 
body and a consistent campus community places an additional obligation on institutional 
stakeholders to create a flexible and engaging campus culture. In addition to the 
institutional stakeholder’s role, students must be willing participants in the campus 
culture, and their commitment should be clearly seen by the amount of time dedicated 
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and the effort expended. This thought is expressed in Astin’s view of time as a resource 
and closely mirrors his Input-Environment-Outcome model. Students assume 
responsibility by making an investment that increases their likelihood of success.  
Institutional subcultures may also encourage student persistence (Kuh, 2001b). 
These subcultures are smaller groups of students that have comparable values that differ 
from that of the larger population and may be encouraged, created, and/or supported by 
the larger institution. In doing so, the retention officers of the institution remove the onus 
of responsibility solely from the student to self-integrate into the larger culture, and 
instead create a supportive environment for the student to enjoy the benefits of 
integration through belonging to a smaller group (Kolenovic, Linderman, & Karp, 2012; 
Webster & Showers, 2011). Examples of institutional subcultures include educational 
disciplines, first generation in college students, low-income students, fraternities, and 
sororities. In either case, the idea of student engagement is as much about what the 
institution does as it is about what the student does.  
The term engagement has been popular for many years and is used with many 
different intentions throughout the literature on student development. In the last decade, 
the advent of the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE, the acronym is 
pronounced “Nessie”) has contributed to a more pointed approach to defining, discussing, 
and measuring engagement. Created by a panel of nationally known scholars, the NSSE 
is a survey given to students and was designed to assess the extent to which colleges 
employ the best practices for educating students and encouraging student involvement in 
purposeful academic activities (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006). 
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Institutions that are perceived by their student body to have created a supportive 
environment are more likely to have students who are engaged in the college culture. 
Engaged students enter into an agreement about what expectations and opportunities are 
necessary to ensure success. These students also have an understanding of the challenges 
and supports provided by the institution. The purpose of this tool is to provide 
information about student perception that should be used to make strategic adjustments to 
the interconnected academic and student development program of the institution. The 
idea is that students are more likely to be successful if they have an opportunity to be 
engaged in an institution having a supportive culture that has been cultivated over time. 
Two years after the creation of the NSSE, Kuh (2001b) continued to focus on the 
importance of the link between the organizational culture and student persistence. He 
wrote: 
Just as no single experience has a profound impact on student 
development, the introduction of individual programs or policies will not 
by themselves change a campus culture and students’ perceptions of 
whether the institution is supportive and affirming. Only a web of 
interlocking initiatives can over time shape an institutional culture that 
promotes student success. (p. 30-31) 
The reciprocol nature of Kuh’s concept of engagement is fitting. Both the student and the 
institution play a role in creating a relationship that is clearly understood by both parties 
and mutually beneficial as well. 
Bean and Eaton (2001) created a model of retention that is also contingent upon 
the participation of both the institution and the student. This model attended to the 
psychology of retention while incorporating concepts from theories of involvement, 
engagement, and integration. Bean and Eaton considered these popular theories of 
57 
 
student development to be the sociology of retention. They stated that the foundation of 
their model is formed by four psychological theories that lead to student integration 
thereby leading to retention (see Figure 1). These four theories are attitude-behavior 
theory, coping behavioral theory, self-efficacy theory, and attribution theory.  
 
Figure 1. A psychological model of college student retention. 
 
The model includes several terms that overlap with the aforementioned theories 
and that warrant clarification here. The concept of self-efficacy appears as an entry 
characteristic before the student enters the institutional environment and again after 
matriculation as a psychological process. Self-efficacy is defined as a person’s belief that 
he or she is capable of performing a task. As self-efficacy increases, so does involvement 
and integration. In short, students are more likely to invest their energy (and themselves) 
Graphic redacted, paper copy available upon request to home 
institution.
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into something they are confident that they are competent to complete. This is important 
particularly in light of Astin’s (1993) thought of time as a resource. In short, students will 
not invest time to participate in tasks they feel ill-prepared to complete. Students with 
higher levels of confidence in their abilities and efficacy are more likely to progress 
toward the intended outcome: persistence. 
Coping strategies and locus of control are two other psychological processes that 
are contingent upon students’ confidence level. The ability to cope will determine if 
students decide to approach issues of the institution or avoid them. Confident students are 
more likely to demonstrate the initiative to overcome the challenges they face as college 
students. They are also more likely to have an internal locus of control, believing that 
their fate is subject to their decisions and activities. Conversely, students who have an 
external locus of control believe their destinies are attached to environmental factors. 
Echoing Tinto’s (1993) ideas of academic and social integration, Bean and Eaton 
depicted integration as an intermediate outcome of adaptation borne out of the 
aforementioned psychological processes (self-efficacy, coping strategies, and locus of 
control). The model includes both entry characteristics and psychological processes of 
students, so presenting individual characteristics are considered when measuring the 
likelihood of student retention. Successful retention programs account for this 
predisposition and rely on these psychological processes working towards the goal of 
student persistence.  
Bean and Eaton (2001) contended that effective retention programming provides 
opportunities for interaction and ongoing feedback designed to increase student self-
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efficacy, to encourage student participation in retention-relevant activities, and to allow 
student responsibility for personal decisions in hopes of continually improving student 
perception of the institution and intent to persist. In so doing, the program is more likely 
to continually improve the feeling of belonging as valued members of the institution. 
Effective retention programming also fosters a feeling of student loyalty toward the 
institution. 
Concepts within Astin’s (1999) theory of student involvement are related to three 
terms included in the psychological model of college student retention: bureaucratic 
interactions, academic interactions, and social interactions within the institution. These 
three terms are positioned within a larger construct aptly named environmental 
interactions. Astin’s assertion that successful students have expended effort can be 
positioned within the larger construct of environmental interaction as well. Both the 
theory of student involvement and the psychological model of retention recognize the 
importance of student motivation to attend, to interact, and ultimately, to persist.  
When Tinto’s theory is compared to the psychological model and the theory of 
involvement, three similarities are apparent. The first is that the characteristics students 
develop before matriculation play a role in their ability to be successful in their 
postsecondary studies. Secondly, once they have entered the institution, they are more 
likely to be retained to the extent that they interact with their postsecondary environments 
over time, including pre-college activities. Finally, students are more likely to be retained 
at an institution when there is a good fit between the individual and the institution. This 
fit may come as a result of the student’s personal ability and willingness to adapt to the 
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institution and the extent to which the institution provides the student an opportunity to 
do so. 
This adaptation is not meant to be assimilation, where the students are required to 
abandon the values and mores of their own culture in favor of the ideals of a majority 
culture. Instead, Kuh and Tinto agreed that students should be valued for their 
contribution to the diversity of the institution; institutions should be explicit and 
purposeful in sharing expectations and supports; and opportunities should be evident for 
students to learn how to navigate their new environments.  
Review of Relevant Empirical Studies 
Many studies have been performed in an attempt to determine compelling facts 
about student success. Some theories and subsequent studies examined the impact of 
those factors that are present before students matriculate into postsecondary study (Astin 
& Oseguera, 2004; McElroy & Armesto, 1998; Nora et al., 2006), while others 
highlighted factors that are presented once the students matriculate (Astin, 1999; 
Braunstein et al., 2008; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Tinto, 1997; Vinson, Nixon, Walsh, 
Walker, Mitchell, & Zaitseva, 2010). A third category is for those studies that seek to 
examine both types of factors (Bean & Eaton, 2001; Edmunds, 2010; Noble, Flynn, Lee, 
& Hilton, 2007; Sosa, 2009).  
Some of the most frequently used independent variables in prior studies were also 
consistently found to have no significant impact on retention. These include age, gender, 
and race/ethnicity (Barbatis, 2010; Hoffert, 2004; Noble et al., 2007; Miller, Tyree, 
Riegler, & Herreid, 2010; Noble et al., 2007; and Stoutland & Coles, 2009). Other factors 
61 
 
have been studied with varying results regarding the impact on retention. These include 
participation in the residential life program (De Araujo & Murray, 2010; and McGrath & 
Braunstein, 1997); receiving financial aid (Castleman & Long, 2011; Hoffert, 2004; 
McGrath & Braunstein, 1997; Stater, 2009; and Stout & Coles, 2009) and high school 
GPA (Hoffert, 2004; McGrath & Braunstein, 1997; Miller et al., 2010; and Sosa, 2009). 
In spite of the inconsistencies in the pool of studies listed above, previous researchers 
have found some variables to be consistent predictors of retention including SAT scores 
(Dadashova et al., 2010; Hosch, 2008; Stoutland & Coles, 2009) and utilizing tutoring 
services (Gonyea, 2006; Rheinheimer, Grace-Odeleye, Francois, & Kusorgbor, 2010).  
The variables of particular import to this present study are participation in the 
financial aid program and high school GPA. As mentioned before, all participants in the 
scholars program were required to be eligible for the free or reduced lunch program 
during their high school years and to be eligible for the Pell Grant upon entering college. 
To this end, they would have all been recipients of several types of financial aid to 
include grants, college work study, and federal loans. Whereas McGrath and Braunstein 
(1997) found participation in the financial aid program to be a significant predictor of 
student retention to a second year, Hoffert (2004) conducted a more specific examination 
of the impact of financial aid by type of award. In so doing, the researcher found that 
students who did not receive loans and who did not receive Pell Grants were more likely 
to have higher GPAs than students who had received either type of award. The variable is 
also interesting in light of Stout and Coles’ (2009) finding that low-income students are 
more likely to have presenting factors that leave them ill-prepared for the rigors of 
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college level study and then establish patterns during their college years that are not 
conducive to graduation. In addition to crafting a diverse financial aid package that eases 
the burden of postsecondary study, a significant part of the JC scholars program is to 
teach new patterns of academic behavior to encourage the likelihood of academic 
success.  
Although some individual scholars met or surpassed the entering profile (high 
school GPA and college entrance exam score), most of the cohorts had lower test scores 
and a higher high school GPA than the general student population. In spite of the lower 
test scores, the scholars were retained at a higher rate than the general population. The 
same is true of a comparable college success program, Oakland University Trustee 
Academic Success (OUTAS), studied by Sosa (2009). Like the JC program, the OUTAS 
program required scholars to participate in support services as a condition of the 
scholarship. The second-year retention rate of OUTAS scholars could not be predicted 
using their high school GPAs (Sosa, 2009). These students were retained at a higher rate, 
graduated sooner, graduated at a higher rate, and graduated with higher GPAs. 
Conversely, other studies have historically found high school GPA to be a significant 
predictor of student success (McGrath & Braunstein, 1997; Miller et al., 2010). Hoffert 
(2004) not only found high school GPA to be a significant predictor; it was the greatest 
predictor of both academic performance and retention beyond the first term. 
Conceptual Framework 
Although the theories of integration, involvement, and engagement tangentially 
include how factors external to the institution influence the individuals, the stages of 
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student development and progression to graduation were within the context of the 
postsecondary institution beginning with matriculation. Conversely, Bean and Eaton’s 
psychological model of student retention includes entry characteristics (evident prior to 
matriculation), environmental interactions that are outside of the institution (after 
matriculation), and the influences of each, in addition to the thought processes of the 
individual student on the likelihood of student retention. It is, however, important to 
include all of these theories in the conceptual framework of this study—as opposed to 
simply choosing the most current theories—as each has provided a particular contribution 
to the student retention field of study. The conceptual framework (Figure 2) relies heavily 
on Bean and Eaton’s work by including the precollege presenting attributes of the student 
in addition to the university contribution. The conceptual framework further incorporates 
the opportunity for presenting factors to be compounded (in the event that they contribute 
to student success), or mitigated (in the event they detract from student success) 
depending on the extent to which a student exerts effort and purposeful time to 
participating in supportive retention activities. The same is true for the institutional 
contribution in that supportive retention activities will be more important than the culture 
of the institution and will mitigate any incongruity between the institution and the 
presenting factors of the student. In keeping with the idea that students make as much of 
a contribution to the institution as the institution does to the student, the conceptual 
framework includes intermediate outcomes of integration and engagement as a product 
for both the student and the institution. The end result, persistence to graduation, is a 
culminating event for both the student and the institution. 
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Figure 2: Conceptual framework. 
 
Appreciative Inquiry 
 The conceptual framework mentioned above is an organizing framework 
for discovering valuable exchanges that contribute to student success. Aligned with and 
complementing that framework, the analytical approach for this present study is 
appreciative inquiry, a paradigm of understanding organizations as profitable and with 
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intent to build on existing value. Many students have been participants of The 
Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program and have successfully completed 
undergraduate degrees. The graduation rate of these scholars surpasses the graduation 
rate of the university at large. As such, it is fitting to conduct further inquiry to determine 
(to the extent possible) what contributed to the success of the scholars. This information 
would provide a valuable baseline for building on the success of the program for the 
benefit of future students.  
      Appreciative inquiry as an approach to the present study is also fitting in light 
of the methodology and participants. Many studies employ methods that emphasize 
mitigating a problem by manipulating inanimate factors. Conversely, appreciative inquiry 
“makes every act of inquiry an explicit celebration” (Cooperrider, Barrett, & Srivastva, 
1995, p. 170). Although the present study would not be warranted if the participants of 
the program were not underrepresented among college students and graduates, the 
approach to answering the research questions included does approach the inquiry by 
asking how to mitigate what is historically wrong. Deficits may be more longstanding 
and thus more easily identified but they will not likely add as much breadth and depth to 
a discussion about participant experiences and the possibilities of a phenomenon. 
Conversely, Appreciative inquiry is an exercise of inquiry that welcomes possibilities and 
encourages the inquirer to probe for purpose expanding boundaries and the knowledge 
base beyond predefined factors that may or may not contribute to success (Cooperrider et 
al., 1995). 
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Chapter Summary 
The cost of education includes an individual, institutional, and community cost. 
The expense increases when access and the appropriate support to ensure success are not 
extended to students. The costs further multiply as the achievement gap continues to 
widen between students from families earning a low income and those who are from 
more affluent families. Attempts to serve these students have not shown consistent 
results, and very little has been done to probe the students for their experiences. 
However, a foundation for further study has been laid by the theories of student 
development and retention. The current study will include this foundation and, hopefully, 
test the boundaries of previous studies also informed by these theories. 
Research exists where programs have been studied for their value in assisting 
student participants in reaching program objectives. Very little has been done to provide a 
voice to the students of these programs, particularly through the lens of appreciative 
inquiry. Instead of simply revising studies like Sosa’s (2009) review of the OUTAS 
scholars, the present study provides a voice for scholars who (like OUTAS scholars) have 
enjoyed great success as students and participants in a scholarship program for students 
who historically do not fare well academically. Kuh (2001b) proposed that colleges 
create a “web of interlocking initiatives (p. 31)” to encourage student success. The 
current study sought to advance the understanding of institutional supports from the 
students’ perspective. Hopefully, it is the first of many steps toward clarifying 
foundational strategies for creating the web. 
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CHAPTER 3: PROCEDURES AND METHODS 
Overview 
 The purpose of this study was to better understand the experiences of 
Jacksonville Commitment Scholar graduates, including perceived challenges they faced 
and supports they received that influenced their success. This study is guided by three 
overarching questions. The first question was, “How do Jacksonville Commitment 
Scholars Program graduates describe their experiences as students and program 
participants?” The second question is, “What assets and experiences do students view as 
contributing to their academic success?” The final question is, “What barriers did 
students face, and how did they overcome them?” This chapter describes the proposed 
research design, including methods used to collect and analyze data and the techniques 
utilized to promote credibility and maximize the trustworthiness of the results. Finally, 
the chapter includes the process for securing Institutional Review Board approval. 
Design 
A qualitative research approach is the most appropriate approach for answering 
the questions above. Creswell (2014) describes qualitative research as an approach for 
“exploring and understanding” varying perspectives, thereby requiring the researcher to 
interpret meaning. The current study is an inductive activity, whereby the researcher 
moved from the particulars of the varying student perspectives to themes that emerged 
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during the process of data collection and analysis. The theories included in the previous 
chapter, along with the initial conceptual framework, were intended to provide 
information for the study but were not meant to limit the opportunity to discover new 
meaning to provide context to the inquiry and analysis. Qualitative research allowed the 
researcher to approach the inquiry giving respect to the possibility of building upon 
existing theories or developing a new theory based on the emerging themes. To this end 
qualitative research is fitting as the analysis of data as this study was intended to build on 
existing retention theory, particularly for students from low-income families.  
Case study is the research design used to answer the research questions. Case 
study is an inquiry that allows the researcher to investigate phenomena in the context of 
real life (Yin, 2003). Each case in the current study represents a scholar who graduated 
from the university. I sought a deeper understanding of several subjects or cases to 
explore the depth and breadth of possibilities. As such, the particular type of case study 
employed was a collective case study (Yin, 2003), an approach that offers benefits for 
understanding program operation and outcomes when a small n and/or the unavailability 
of formative outcome measurement renders traditional quantitative-based program 
evaluation strategies inappropriate (Johnson, Hitchcock, & Henning, 2011).  
As a methodology, collective case study is appropriate for this study for several 
reasons. Stake (2005) posits that each case has its particulars, but that the intent of 
understanding is to grasp meaning from the collection of the cases, and that each case has 
power to add to the understanding of the whole phenomenon. This attempt to grasp 
meaning from the collective while allowing particulars to be evident was my constant 
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comparative search for themes and the departure of themes in the perspectives of the 
student interviewees throughout the course of data collection. More specifically, I 
returned to the conceptual framework after each interview and when probing into each 
case (Yin, 2003). Potential patterns and the outcome of the interviews were not initially 
known, so this approach allowed me to draw meaning during the pursuit of understanding 
(Glaser, 1965). 
Collective case study was also fitting because the researcher has no control over 
the events. This was true of the dynamics of the current study. The student/cases are 
former participants in the scholars program because they have experienced the “success” 
phenomenon, graduation. The students were asked questions that drew on any and/or all 
of their years during their participation in the scholarship program. As such, I could not 
manipulate the experiences the students considered to be the most impactful during the 
years of their program participation. I did intend, however, to provide context to each 
participant so they were aware that they were each a member of a larger group of scholars 
who had experienced the “success” phenomenon. They were made aware of what was 
known; it was already known that 64% of the students in the first cohort of the program 
graduated within 5 years (which surpasses the 6 year graduation rate of the institution). 
What was not known was “why” nor “how” the program may have compelled the success 
of these students. This type of research questions is best answered by case study 
methodology (Yin, 2003).  
Finally, collective case study was an appropriate methodology because 
researchers are expected to draw on multiple sources of data. In this particular study, in 
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addition to the semi-structured interviews, a modified version of the SEI (Appendix A), 
and program documents, I shared archival data highlighting the major successes of the 
program with each participant. These data points include graduation rates, college grade 
point averages, and retention rates (Appendix B). These data points are often used to 
define “student success.” This examination of more than one source of data set the stage 
for triangulation (confirming whether or not what I heard in interviews was also evident 
upon review of archival data). Triangulating data provides greater credibility to the study. 
The other credibility techniques used were thick description, member checking, negative 
case analysis, and reflexivity. A more thorough discussion of sources of data and the 
credibility techniques proposed is included later in this chapter. 
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework is the lens through which I considered the data before, 
throughout and after collection. In light of the phenomenon under review, the conceptual 
framework is grounded in student retention theory to include the theories of integration, 
involvement, engagement, and the psychological model of retention. This interwoven 
framework incorporates appreciative inquiry as an approach that attends to the value 
already evident in the phenomenon under review. What is evident is that the participants 
of the scholars program are retained at a higher rate than the overall university 
population. This is cause to celebrate the accomplishment of these students and the 
program. It also compels “how” questions framed by the aforementioned theories. 
The four theories include the potential external and internal influences on the 
stages of student development, retention, and progression to graduation. The conceptual 
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framework through an appreciative inquiry lens allows for influences to be compounded 
(in the event that they contribute to student success) or mitigated (in the event they 
detract from student success), depending on the extent to which a student exerts effort 
and purposeful time to positive influences (or supportive retention activities). The same is 
true for the institutional contribution in that positive influences will be more important 
than the culture of the institution and will mitigate any incongruity between the 
institution and the presenting factors and/or influences of the student. Appreciative 
inquiry, coupled with the student retention framework, creates an emphasis on following 
the trajectory of prior successful scholars for the potential benefit of future scholars. 
Site Selection 
The current study will be conducted at the University of North Florida (UNF) a 
public, four-year institution in Jacksonville, Florida. The University of North Florida 
offers undergraduate and graduate degrees to approximately 15,500 students who are 
supported by 500 faculty members and 1,100 staff members. The university website 
offers a “university snapshot” for Fall 2008, 2009, and 2010, the matriculating years of 
the study participants. The student body was comprised of the following averages for 
those three years. African American students comprised 9.8% of the student body, 4.8% 
were Asian students, 7.1% were Hispanic students, and 73.2% were White students. 
Females were 54.7% of the student body. Almost half (43%) of the students who attend 
UNF are from Duval County, and 95% of the students are from the state of Florida 
(University of North Florida, 2015). The most current census data is that 44% of the 
864,000 Duval County residents are people of color. The percentage of people living 
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below the poverty level (15.8%) is slightly higher than the national percentage (14.9%). 
The percentage of people 25 and older who have earned a bachelor’s degree (25.6%) is 
slightly lower than the nation percentage (28.5%) (US Census Bureau, 2014).  
The University of North Florida is a fitting place for the present study because the 
institution is a founding partner of The Jacksonville Commitment and has invested 
significant resources in the implementation and maintenance of the program. The 
Jacksonville Commitment is Jacksonville’s local effort to remove various barriers to 
pursuing and completing postsecondary education for students from families earning a 
low income. The program started in the 2008-2009 academic year with the first group of 
college scholarship recipients and the first group of high school students receiving 
college advising services in local high schools. Patterned to some degree after both the 
Kalamazoo Promise and the Denver Scholarship Foundation, the key components of the 
program included Jacksonville Commitment College advisors hired to work with high 
school students as they prepared for matriculation and an academic advisor hired to 
shepherd Jacksonville Commitment scholars throughout their college years. In addition to 
dedicating staff members to counsel students through the college research, application, 
and matriculation processes, more than 800 of the students served have received 
Jacksonville Commitment scholarships to supplement federal financial aid. 
The financial award for students who attend the University of North Florida 
(UNF) has varied since the beginning of the program. The award was a “last-dollar” 
award up to the school’s cost of attendance in the first three years of the program. This 
meant that students could receive any combination of federal grants, institutional grants, 
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and scholarships so that there was no unmet need. Loans and college work study were not 
required to ensure students had the funds they needed to pay for the cost to attend the 
university. Initially, the award did not include loans and work-study because several 
studies suggested that loans (and off-campus work responsibilities) have a negative effect 
on persistence (Bozick, 2007; Braunstein et al., 2008; Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2006). 
Scholars who entered college in the 2012-2013 academic year were awarded last-dollar 
scholarships, but the awards only covered the direct cost to attend college. The reduced 
award meant some students would need to secure loans or work-study to cover 
miscellaneous living expenses during their college years. This change was made because 
of budgetary constraints as the initial model of funding students up to the full cost of 
attendance was no longer considered sustainable. Equally, though we continued to 
celebrate the incomparable retention rates of later classes, the 6 year graduation rate of 
the first class (74.4%) was not matched by later classes of students who experienced 
inconsistency in staff, a lack of program staff growth comparable to the growing number 
of scholars, and a lower scholarship dollar amount.  
Both iterations are a departure from the Kalamazoo Promises first-dollar award 
structure. Kalamazoo scholars were not required to apply for any federal aid to secure the 
scholarship (Miller-Adams, 2009). Conversely, Jacksonville Commitment scholars had to 
apply for federal aid and qualify for the Pell Grant as a final eligibility requirement. The 
program also changed in the reduction of staff after the fourth year of the program. These 
increasingly limited resources compelled an increasingly purposeful attempt to meet the 
needs of eligible students. The emerging themes of this collective case study inform this 
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particular college access and success program as we attempt to establish continuity in 
serving students from families earning a low income.  
Sample 
 The JC Scholars are standard high school diploma graduates from a DCPS 
high school. These students were eligible for the free or reduced lunch (FORL) program 
during their high school years, matriculated to one of the four postsecondary partner 
institutions within one year of high school graduation, and were eligible for the federal 
Pell Grant upon matriculation. The Pell Grant is a government subsidy awarded by the 
United States Department of Education to students from families earning a low income to 
“promote access to postsecondary education” (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). 
Because the scholarship requires students to demonstrate financial need through 
qualification for the Pell Grant, the FORL program is an appropriate prerequisite for JC 
scholars. 
The students who were invited to participate in the current study were JC Scholars 
at UNF and demonstrated success by completing the bachelor’s degree. These particular 
students were purposefully selected as the group of scholars to participate in this study 
because their “graduated” status indicated success for a college student. The timing of the 
study meant that these students were also able to graduate in six years or less. The 
inclusion of scholar graduates in the study is in keeping with Creswell’s (2014) assertion 
that the researcher should choose the participants who are most likely to help answer the 
research questions. At the time students were selected to participate in the study, 66 JC 
Scholars had graduated. Graziano and Raulin (2000) suggest descriptive statistics to 
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summarize, simplify, and describe data regarding the sample. To this end, descriptive 
statistics that includes the race and gender of the entire group of graduates is included 
(Table 1). The race and gender distribution of the population informed the purposive 
sample of study participants. The specific race of the participants will be withheld until 
the end of the dissertation to mitigate stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995). As 
explained in Chapter 4, race did not emerge as a theme in this study. Disclosing the race 
of each student therefore adds little beyond a supposed picture of the students but could 
lead to stereotype threat wherein the reader unwittingly assumes information about a 
certain group solely based on race.  
 
Table 1 
JC Scholar Graduates Descriptive Statistics 
Gender Asian Black Hispanic White 
Female 2 31 5 8 
Male 4 6 5 5 
 
Research Protocols 
The research protocol or case study protocol used for this current study includes 
instructions on how to introduce the study, prepare for the actual data collection, 
administer the SEI, and conduct the interview. The protocol increases the reliability of 
the study by providing written directions (an agenda) for field procedures, thereby 
increasing the likelihood of continuity in data collection (Yin, 2003b). In keeping with 
Yin’s (2003b) proposed sections of a case study protocol, the items in the protocol for the 
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current study include an overview of the project, actual field procedures, and the 
interview questions. The actual protocol for the current study is included in Appendix C. 
Credibility Techniques 
To promote credibility of results and trustworthiness of conclusions, several 
standard techniques were utilized: thick description, member checking, triangulation, 
negative case analysis, and reflexivity. Thick description is present when the narrative 
account of the case is so clearly and explicitly written that generalizations do not cloud 
the analysis. This “vicarious experience” is intended to increase the likelihood that the 
reader understands with depth the interpretation of the researcher (Stake, 2005). The 
reader is more likely to arrive at the same conclusions because the writer so clearly 
articulates critical and intimate information of each case. The writing becomes a well-
painted picture of words, allowing the reader to experience the same exploration as the 
researcher.  
After each interview had been transcribed, I contacted the students whose 
interviews were not clear in retrospect. The student interviewee had an opportunity to 
provide clarifying input on what I understood them to share during their interview. This 
method, member checking, ensured that the student provided more clarity to what was 
taken from the interview (Johnson & Waterfield, 2004). It also mitigated any disconnect 
in how I ascribed meaning to what was said and potentially how it was shared.  
The triangulation of data includes both cross-stakeholder analysis and cross-data 
analysis. Cross stakeholder analysis means the researcher has heard a theme throughout 
individual case exploration. Although there are several similarities among the cases (they 
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are all participants in the program to some degree), each has his or her context. In the 
case where one or more of these different, yet fittingly comparable, cases expressed the 
same perception regarding student success, the assertion that a particular element has an 
impact is made more credible. The cross data analysis is comparable in that I searched for 
themes throughout the FAQ sheets on the scholars program, program brochures, the 
scholarship application, and the program website. If a particular message was evident in 
several of the above sources of data, the analysis is also more credible. 
As themes emerged, I sought other explanations by adding to my protocol during 
the interview or member check and by conducting additional reviews of program 
documents. After the first two interviews, I employed a negative case analysis by 
purposefully seeking to interview students with whom I had not had extensive contact. 
There were no particular findings that emerged from my negative case analysis that 
countered any of my themes. Like negative case analysis, reflexive journaling provides 
transparency that mitigates the appearance of bias, deepens understanding for the 
researcher and for the reader, who is then more likely to arrive at the same explanation of 
the phenomenon as the researcher. It was a tool for me to record any personal or 
professional connections I had before during and after data collection as an exercise of 
transparency and clarity regarding how my interpretations are influenced by my 
experience (Creswell, 2014).   
Sources of Data 
The primary sources of data are the actual scholars who completed the 
undergraduate degree. The secondary sources of data include the program documents and 
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archival records. The use of multiple sources of data allows the researcher to provide a 
more compelling and richer story through triangulation of data (Yin, 2003b). The 
program documents include FAQ sheets on the scholars program, the program brochure, 
the scholarship application, and the program website. The archival records of the scholar 
graduates allow for a simple summary of descriptive statistics. Previous reports were 
created to provide evaluation of the program and were used to provide a picture of how 
participants have performed (as a group) historically. The addition of information on the 
other two groups of students (all JC scholars and the general university population) 
situates that information in context. This data includes academic profile and college 
success measures. The entering academic profile is the average college entrance test 
score and high school grade point average of a group of students. College success 
measures are the retention rates and, when available, the graduation rate of a group of 
students. This information is of particular interest because the JC scholars enter with a 
more humble academic profile than the general population because of lower college 
entrance exam scores. In spite of lower college entrance test scores, these students have 
been retained at a higher rate than their non-JC scholar peers.  
Data Collection Procedure 
Data was both obtained and collected. The two sources of data obtained were the 
program documents and archival data. As stated before, the program documents include 
an FAQ sheet on the scholars program, program brochures, the scholarship application, 
and the program website. The archival data includes reports that provide information 
about the JC graduates, JC scholars, and the general student population. This information 
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includes the entering profile (college entrance exam score and high school GPA), college 
GPA, and retention rate of each group. This information was simply depicted in table 
form (Appendix B) and presented to each interviewee. The purpose of sharing this 
information was to help frame the conversation during the actual interview.  
The semi-structured interviews marked the onset of the data collection phase. I 
invited students to participate via e-mail and followed up with phone calls for a second 
request or to schedule an appointment. The e-mail provided information on the purpose 
of the study, my contact information, and a copy of the informed consent form (Appendix 
D). The interviews were scheduled for 90 minutes each but every interview was longer 
than the allotted time. Also, either during or after the formal interview, each study 
participant shared insight or more detail that they preferred to keep private. The 
interviews were scheduled over the course of ten weeks and took place in The 
Jacksonville Commitment office on the university campus. All interviews were audio-
recorded on two devices to ensure a quality audio file. No more than one interview was 
scheduled on any given day, so there was time for transcription and thorough analysis 
after each interview.  
The constant comparative approach to this collective case study allowed me to 
carefully consider each interview without hastily blending individual student voices. 
Instead, it allowed me to identify themes throughout the interview period. Stake (2005) 
asserts that cases should not be quickly merged but that the individual stories of each case 
should be regarded during ongoing analysis. It is critical that each student has a voice 
emerge from the analysis. It is also important to balance the individual perspective into a 
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collective so that the emerging themes can provide a better understanding of this 
particular group of students as participants in the program.  
At the onset of each meeting with students in person, I reviewed the informed 
consent document (highlighting that they could choose to stop the interview at any time), 
and then I asked that they take a moment to complete a modified version of the SEI 
(Appendix A). Again, this instrument was intended to help frame the discussion. The 
language of the instrument served as an advanced organizer to frame the discussion. After 
each interview, the clearest audio file was loaded into the InVivo qualitative data analysis 
tool. I listened to the audio files several times as I transcribed and made notes in my 
reflective journal as well. 
At varying points after two particular student interviews, I contacted the 
interviewees to seek clarity on their comments or the meaning. This process (member 
checking) allowed each student to clarify, challenge, or confirm my interpretation of their 
interview (Johnson & Waterfield, 2004). I conducted two member-checking interviews 
for clarity. The member checking process marked the final data collection phase.  
Researcher Positionality 
I was hired as the first Director of The Jacksonville Commitment, and I am 
currently in that role. As such, my responsibilities include coordinating the efforts of the 
four postsecondary partner institutions in the city of Jacksonville (Edward Waters 
College, Florida State College at Jacksonville, Jacksonville University, and the 
University of North Florida). I also supervise the Jacksonville Commitment College 
advisors who primarily serve students from five Duval County public high schools 
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assisting those students with efforts to prepare for, pursue, and complete postsecondary 
study. Finally, I coordinate the efforts of the staff members at the University of North 
Florida who have been hired to assist the scholars with matriculating to the university, 
completing yearly financial aid forms, and being academically advised during their 
lower-level (freshman and sophomore) years.  
My responsibilities have allowed me to have direct contact with the potential 
participants in this study. As such, my hope was that there was already some degree of 
rapport to solicit an open and honest discussion of each student’s perspective. I found that 
most of the interviews were very conversational. The participants seemed at ease and 
very willing to talk. There were a few comments that were made during formal 
interviews that the students asked to have excluded from the data used in the study and 
other disclosures that two students particularly asked to not be attached to their profiles. 
One of the two students said the information could be helpful but did not want to speak ill 
of their own experiences in such a way that the student could be identified or the student 
would cast aspersions on people who may have had a sincere desire to be helpful. The 
most telling portion of my conversation was when the formal interview had ended. Every 
student made comments during the interview that they only expounded on after the 
formal interview concluded. These comments are not included in the narratives but were 
helpful in that the additions helped clarify comments made during the interview. I was 
able to share what they said with more clarity on what they meant. This was true even 
with the participants who had not spent significant time with me during their college 
years. The familiarity was enough for rapport to be evident.  
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I also believe that the fact that I could identify with many of the experiences the 
students were sharing aided in the data collection as well. My personal story is similar to 
many of the scholars of The Jacksonville Commitment. I was the first in my immediate 
family to go to college and was very ambitious about my ability to do so. My mother was 
a laborer at a large factory in North Jacksonville and knew little about the college going 
process. She was very supportive and had expectations that were comparable to my 
ambition. In spite of only earning a high school diploma, my mother was compensated 
well with many opportunities for overtime pay. We barely qualified for grants during my 
first year in college, yet I would not consider my teen years to have been defined as a 
middle-class experience. I graduated from one of the schools currently identified as a 
Phase I high school for The Jacksonville Commitment (designated as such because of 
high dropout rate, high percentage of students eligible for free or reduced lunch, low 
college-going rate, low attendance rate). When I attended the high school in the 1980s, 
there were far more students attending college after high school and the faculty and staff 
expectations that subsequent classes would do so was palatable. However, it was—as it is 
now—a school with a predominantly African American student population. My transition 
to a very large, highly selective, predominantly white institution was challenging for 
more reasons than I will detail at this time.  
To account for and unpack the influence of my experiences on the research 
process, I employed a reflexive journaling strategy. Specifically, as I proceeded through 
data collection and data analysis, I openly disclosed (via my reflexive journal) relevant 
details about my subjectivity and that subjectivity is reflected in my understanding and 
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interpretation of data. The journal was a tool I used to identify myself and any bias 
needing to be disclosed or eliminated. Conversely, my identification of self in my inquiry 
and analysis allowed for identifying insights that were accessible to me through my 
position and my personal and professional backgrounds (i.e., evidence of connoisseurship 
[Eisner, 1976]). I maintain that my own experience (professional and personal) have 
afforded me a positionality that enhance my credibility as a study instrument and deepen 
my reflexivity. 
Ethical Issues 
All archival information obtained from the University’s data warehouse initially 
had identifying information. As director of the program, I had already requested queries 
be written that allow me access to this data at my discretion. However, I did still submit 
and secured approval via the Institutional Review Board (IRB) process at the University 
of North Florida prior to retrieving the data for the purpose of this study (Appendix E). 
Obtaining the data to inform the descriptive statistics only took a few minutes to retrieve 
and a few hours to compile. Individual identifying information was immediately deleted 
once the averages and aggregate data were graphed and tabled (Appendix B).  
Data Analysis 
Data analysis involved repeatedly listening to transcripts, meticulous transcription 
of the audio file, close (and repeated) reading of the transcripts while listening to the 
audio files, and comparisons with and among the other data sources (e.g., extant 
documents, field notes, and the researcher’s reflexive journaling) to disclose and describe 
themes and generate a credible narrative that synthesized across themes. A central 
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strategy for the analysis involved the use of coding for the purposes of data reduction 
process and identification of themes (Creswell, 2014). Three coding strategies were 
included to best identify themes in the data: a priori coding, based on the stated research 
questions, previous research, and the conceptual framework; open coding, or codes that 
emerge during my engagement with the data based on repetition of concepts and 
constructs and/or other indications of salience; and, finally, in vivo coding, or the use of 
open codes to identify particular words or phrases that warrant preservation.  
The above-described coding process resulted in manageable subsets of like data 
for close analysis and identification of key ideas that supported the development of 
tentative themes. Throughout the process, but most particularly at the point where 
tentative themes were identified, various techniques (thick description, member checking, 
triangulation, negative case analysis, and reflexivity) were deployed to promote the 
credibility of results and enhance the trustworthiness of the findings presented in the 
following chapter and summarized in Chapter 5.  
 After the first interview was transcribed, I reviewed the transcript and my 
accompanying field notes, revisited the conceptual framework, and recorded my initial 
thoughts about the interview in my reflexive journal (with particular attention paid to 
insights regarding subjectivity and intersubjectivity). After the second interview 
transcription, I considered the data in light of the theoretical framework and with the first 
interview transcript and accompanying field notes. Again, I recorded my thoughts in the 
reflexive journal and included notes on my thoughts in light of the previous interview. A 
theme emerged very early compelling me to actively seek a student participant with 
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whom I had not had significant contact during their years in the program. During this 
third interview, I sought the existence of opposing insights or other tentative themes (a 
form of negative case analysis). I adjusted the protocol by asking more probing and 
clarifying questions to encourage the participant (Amy) to share additional insight. After 
listening to the audio file several times, I completed transcribing and continued my 
analysis as described above. I contacted Amy to conduct a member check further 
clarifying my understanding of her insights. The final two interviews did not require a 
revised protocol. At that point I assessed the data and—in collaboration with my chair—
made the determination that data saturation had been achieved. To that end, the basis of 
my analysis included five transcripts, accompanying field notes, a reflexive journal, and 
extant documents. 
 As I reviewed the transcripts of the interviews, the program documents, 
and my reflexive journal, I highlighted and tagged chunks of information. Upon my first 
reading, I assigned a priori codes. Upon subsequent readings, I assigned open codes 
based on what emerged with repeated readings of the data and revisiting the audio files. 
After several readings, I coded very few in vivo codes. To further reduce the data, I 
organized the codes into code families. This exercise yielded approximately 20 
meaningful codes. These families formed the basis for identifying the 5 overarching 
themes (including four subthemes) for discussion in my final narrative.  
  The written narrative includes a discussion of the individual themes 
identified and a synthesis across themes presented as answers to the research questions to 
develop more general conclusions and implications for the work. Throughout, I used 
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specific language from the data (e.g., direct statements from participants as recorded in 
transcripts) to provide the utmost clarity.  
Chapter Summary 
  Postsecondary study is still a game changer for many who successfully complete 
their degrees in hope of maximizing opportunities and establishing a higher standard of 
living. This is especially true for students from families earning a low income who may 
have life-changing and legacy-making opportunities as a result of gaining a university 
credential. The ongoing attempts for the objectives of the Higher Education Act to be 
realized for a growing population of underrepresented citizens have not successfully 
created culture changes for some of the most underrepresented populations. As a result, 
students from affluent families continue to capitalize on postsecondary study at some of 
the most prestigious schools, while many students from families earning a low income 
either choose not to pursue a college degree or start but do not finish college. As our 
nation continues to become increasingly diverse and our competition more global, the 
need for a well-educated populace also grows. The need is also pronounced as our 
communities and individuals suffer consequences of living without advanced training and 
degrees. 
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 
Introduction 
Student participants of The Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program share 
several things in common. The commonality of note is that they all demonstrated 
significant financial need through their eligibility for the federal Pell Grant program. This 
is of note because the retention and graduation data for students who are eligible for the 
Pell Grant evinces rates significantly below comparable measures for the general student 
population which is in keeping with previous research (Hoffert, 2004; Stout & Coles, 
2009). The same is not true for participants in the JC program. Instead, these scholars 
outperformed their Pell-eligible peers who were not participants in JC in addition to the 
general student body. The success of these students alone, and then in comparison to their 
peers, piqued my interest and compelled me to ask a question that eventually lead to the 
research questions of the present study. This pre-study question was, “How did these 
students outperform their Pell-eligible peers?” In asking the question, I initially thought 
that the success of JC students was a “phenomenon” to study. Hearing the voices of these 
students through the lens of appreciative inquiry helped me to consider this reality from a 
different perspective, the specifics of which I will share later in this chapter.  
The purpose of this study was to better understand the experiences of Jacksonville 
Commitment Scholar graduates, including perceived challenges they faced and supports 
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they received, that influenced their success. This study is guided by three overarching 
questions. The first question is, “How do Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program 
graduates describe their experiences as students and program participants?” The second 
question is, “What assets and experiences do students view as contributing to their 
academic success?” The final question is, “What barriers did students face, and how did 
they overcome them?” Graduates who were once participants in The Jacksonville 
Commitment Scholars Program have a more rich perspective of the challenges they faced 
and the supports they perceived and how the program contributed to their success than 
descriptive statistics alone. The voice of these students is intended to provide a 
perspective and in introduction to a deeper inquiry into elements of the program that 
contributed to their success. 
Presentation of the Results 
The Jacksonville Commitment 
The first of five themes to be discussed is The Jacksonville Commitment (JC) 
Scholars Program. Two subsets are included within this first theme because they are 
elements of the program itself and because of how often and intertwined they appear in 
the data. These two are the scholarship and the staff. Although it may seem obvious for 
the students to mention the program, considering they were all scholars of the program, it 
was not a forgone conclusion that the topics of the scholarship and the staff would be so 
prevalent in every interview. In addition to the interviews, the other sources of data 
highlighting the scholarship were the program documents. There was a clear imbalance in 
the overrepresentation of the scholarship in the marketing pieces for this college access 
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program. The overwhelming mention of money meant only one barrier to college access 
was addressed, and very little mention was made of the theoretical elements of student 
retention. It is also worthy to note that though the marketing pieces would seemingly 
provide information while establishing expectations, the study participants provided 
insight on their experiences with no mention of the program documents and with a fuller 
view of the supportive resources of the JC Scholars Program. Not only did each 
participant articulate the extensive support they received, but they all talked about the 
money, the staff, and the need for a balance of the two. Their statements seemed 
collectively resolute that both of these particular elements were necessary for the scholars 
program to provide the level of support necessary to compel their success. 
The vision of the JC is to create a college-going culture in the city of Jacksonville. 
To this end, the staff was charged to significantly increase the number of students from 
families earning a low income who are prepared for, enrolled in, and successfully 
complete postsecondary study. In an effort to better prepare and support students for the 
college exploration, application, and transition process, JC college advisors were housed 
in various high schools around the city. Although they worked with any student with 
questions about submitting college applications and navigating each institution’s 
matriculation process, their focus was to encourage as many students from families 
earning a low income as possible. Not only did they serve the students, but they also 
worked very closely with other college access professionals, counselors, and teachers in 
the high schools, and the parents and family members of the students they served. To 
complete the high school to college transition, the presidents of four area postsecondary 
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institutions agreed to accept and provide various types of support for student participants, 
thereby creating institution-specific JC Scholars Programs for eligible students. The 
graduates interviewed for this study were all members of one of the first three cohorts 
from the same institution. 
The early years of the JC program were comparable in the types of supports 
students received and the number of staff members available. The elements of the 
program are outlined in the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the four 
postsecondary partners, the school board and the city of Jacksonville. Within the MOU, 
the program designers established positions to provide retention focused services for the 
scholars and the value of the scholarship award. To this end, the JC scholars had an 
assigned academic advisor at the university and an assigned financial aid coordinator. 
The director, a staff coordinator, and the college success teachers completed the 
community of professionals dedicated to serve these scholars. Each student received a 
scholarship valued to cover the full cost of attendance which included tuition, fees, room, 
board, books, and miscellaneous (living expenses). The need for loans and federal work 
study was eliminated from their financial aid packages completely. The students were 
also encouraged to participate in at least one study-abroad opportunity and the 
scholarship contract included a clause that students would receive adjusted financial aid 
packages to accommodate any increase the opportunity required. In addition to weekly 
college success courses, student development workshops and scholars meetings were 
regularly scheduled to further encourage students to engage in learning in and beyond the 
classroom.  
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During the first fall term, they were enrolled in the college success course and 
were invited to participate in scholars meetings and workshops that would offer 
additional opportunities to connect with other scholars and staff members while learning 
personal and professional skills. Shawn was most appreciative of the lessons on 
budgeting. Before trailing off into his thoughts, he said,  
I wish we did more of that. Budgeting. I think our kids need budgeting. We don’t 
have that. Somebody can win a million dollars but if they don’t have a millionaire 
mentality, they’ll be broke again. You know. They don’t have a mind to invest. 
They don’t have a mind to open a restaurant. They don’t have a mind to do certain 
things; you know, they’ll be broke again. So you can get the scholarship and you 
can graduate but if you haven’t learned how to budget... 
He, like Amy, did not mention the instructor. At one point in the interview, Amy 
struggled to remember the name of the instructor and when I offered her the name, she 
initially said, “No, that’s not it.” When I went on to describe her teacher, and then to 
show her a photo, she joyously realized I had actually given her the correct name. 
Laughing, she recalled that her instructor “was personable. She was warm; you could tell 
she had a warm heart. She was definitely one of those people that you feel that you can 
go to for anything. She helped us with a lot of different stuff.”  
Although Mischa knew her JC teachers and mentors, she also spoke very highly 
of the instruction she received without personalizing it to an individual, instead 
highlighting the topics. She was most enthusiastic about crafting a polished resume, 
practicing her interviewing skills, networking, and developing good communication 
skills. She smiled as she said, “The little things just helped me now. We learned so much 
in it [the college success course and the workshops]. But this was stuff that we’re gonna 
use our whole lives.” These study participants mentioned these gatherings emphasizing 
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the value of the skills they gained beyond the curriculum that was even more valuable 
after graduation. For Mischa, it was particularly important that these skills were taught in 
a safe environment because she spoke of having very little confidence in her ability to 
transition from the classroom setting to professional settings.  
Essentially, during the first two years of general education and prerequisite study, 
the program was structured to provide a more focused approach to mentoring and 
advisement. The scholars met with the designated JC academic advisor at least once a 
month in the first term. If they had struggled academically, evident by a GPA lower than 
the requisite 2.0 or excessive course withdrawals, they continued meeting each month for 
the entire first year. Often the designated financial aid coordinators would align their 
appointments so students could meet with both of them at the same time. This model 
meant the scholars had constant support during the critical first year and established a 
precedent for where they could go for support during the second year. Alex considered 
the first two years with the advisor as one of the most useful parts of the program. She 
said, “They were really useful because we were able to ask specific questions and have 
them answered. If they didn’t know it, they would find the answer.”  Unlike the class 
instructor, every participant was fully aware of the names of these individuals.  
The early portion of the program was meant to be an incubator only to the extent 
the students needed help developing into mini-masters of their academic (to include the 
co-curricular) pursuits. Beyond this early portion of intense support, students would 
(ideally) be able to seamlessly navigate all facets of being successful college students, 
engaging appropriate members of the campus and career community. Although all of the 
93 
 
study participants appreciated the level of support in the first two years and could provide 
examples of the encouragement they received to venture beyond the comfort of the 
supportive community of the JC program, they did not all seamlessly move on to 
establish comparable levels of connection once they were in their later years of study. 
Mischa was moderately able and willing to transition. She embraced the advice, sought 
the guidance of a faculty member, pursued opportunities to get involved in the 
community, completed internships, and attended events hosted by the leaders of the city 
as a representative of the program. Shawn engaged beyond the JC program and the 
campus community. He took the advice of his JC advisor and faculty members, taking a 
broader approach to the idea of community by traveling abroad to share what he had 
learned in his years of study. He described the experience as life-changing. Interestingly, 
none of the students spoke of establishing supportive relationships with another advisor; 
they preferred instead to return to the designated JC advisor to the extent that the advisor 
could (or would) direct them. With some prodding, they were willing to explore the 
resources available to them throughout the campus which seemingly intensified the idea 
that the program was not a part of campus but the anomaly of campus. Most of them felt 
that many people on the campus in positions to help were doing jobs out of obligation. 
They did not sense that most faculty and staff concerned themselves about the well-being 
of students but were simply doing “what they need to do” as described by Amy.    
Statements by JC students suggested that they were at times insulating themselves 
purposefully and only strategically seeking outside assistance as needed. Though all of 
the students experienced significant personal (non-academic) difficulties during their 
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college years, none of them sought the services available on campus for students. They 
maintained that the JC community was a safe space whether they were sharing the 
specifics of those difficulties or not. Although they all spoke of one or more members of 
the staff who were integral to their success, they were just as appreciative of the 
opportunities to focus on reaching their goals so they would not be distracted by those 
pressing personal issues. For example, Alex made a statement that does not personalize 
the experience to a particular individual but lauds the program as a whole. She said, “The 
program taught me to take advantage of opportunities when you have them. And to 
research and utilize your resources that you have and not give up.” When giving more 
specific examples, she expounded on the particulars of the program that were the most 
significant resources. These two resources were the full scholarship and the JC staff. The 
participants heartily applauded these two elements. 
The Scholarship 
According to program documents, initial student eligibility was determined during 
the high school years. Students had to be participants in the free or reduced lunch 
program as an indicator that they had minimal financial means. Final eligibility was 
established via the student’s qualifying for the federal Pell Grant after being admitted to 
the university. Students received awards for nine semesters to include four years of fall 
and spring awards and one summer during the four years of study as long as they 
maintained Pell eligibility. The value of this scholarship meant students had a choice of 
whether or not to apply for loans and could choose not to work during their college years 
as all of their most immediate needs were met by the scholarship dollars. Students whose 
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family income increased and were no longer eligible for the full scholarship were 
awarded a flat award amount of $2,500 each academic year. As mentioned before, every 
student was encouraged to participate in a study-abroad opportunity and was given the 
financial aid package to accommodate the cost of the trip. 
No matter the amount of each student’s award, their expressions of gratitude were 
as pronounced as the extent of their need. These students started their college pursuits 
during high school understanding that they were expected to shoulder some (and in some 
cases, all) of the financial burden required to complete a college degree. They did not 
realize the weight to be shouldered until they were completing the matriculation and 
registration process. The actual cost of college and the weight of financial responsibility 
was becoming clearer, but not fully. It is as these participants have enrolled in graduate 
school without comparable support or heard the angst of their peers who have more debt 
than their salaries can accommodate that they better understand the value of the program. 
Mischa talked about her experience as a graduate student at a large public institution. She 
said that even though she appreciated the scholarship, she did not realize how 
unaffordable college would have been until she was preparing to pay her graduate school 
tuition. Aqua and Amy said the value of the program was most pronounced as they 
listened to the challenges their classmates faced in affording college. Aqua was thankful 
that she never had to decide if she could eat. She said, “When you’re in college, you’re 
broke. I didn’t get it. But I knew I had a meal. Like, I remember people worrying, but I 
didn’t have that stress.” She also talked about seeing her peers struggle in careers that did 
not net them enough money to pay the hefty loans they had accumulated. That was not an 
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issue for Aqua or Amy, who was excited to report that instead of being several thousands 
of dollars in debt, potentially postponing some of the goals she had set, she was able to 
save money and will eventually put a down payment on a house. She spoke of this 
phenomenally, in that she felt it was incredible that she would ever have had that 
opportunity, particularly at such a young age. Alex echoed this sentiment as she spoke of 
not being trapped in a particular field because of the burden of debt. She appreciated 
knowing that she would only need to (like Mischa) take the risk of debt for an advanced 
degree to be competitive in the workplace. Before these actual experiences, these scholars 
had no context to frame the value of the program and the value of the scholarship. All 
they knew was that they did not have any extra money to pay suddenly for an education 
that had been free for twelve years.  
Shawn was adamant that school would not have been an option at all if he did not 
have a scholarship. Like the other participants, the fact that he knew college could be on 
the horizon and that education would no longer be free, made no difference in what he 
could do to prepare. His response to the impending need was to pray. He said he told 
God, “I ain’t goin’ unless You pay for it. Pay for it, I’ll go.” It was not that these students 
were not willing to work to make money, but simply that what they earned (even after 
they enrolled in college) was factored into the household resources for the needs of the 
entire family. There was no surplus of funds (nor additional time to make more money) 
that they could access to pay for school. Alex said her mom was very clear if Alex 
wanted to go to college, she would have to find a way to pay her way. It was not that her 
parents did not want to help, but like Amy’s parents, they had nothing to give and no 
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options. Amy said her mother was barely able to cover the basic household needs with 
her disability payments and that her father was not a financial contributor. The lack of 
family financial resources was translated to the students. Everybody felt the weight. 
However, every scholar had the benefit of families who were emotionally supportive of 
their college aspirations. Unfortunately, they were unable also to offer financial support. 
The onus of responsibility to pay for a desirable college education was fully on the 
student.  
As teens, these students did not just witness the stress of financial need their 
families faced; they felt it and shared the responsibility to meet the needs of the entire 
family. As full-time students who were minimally employed or unemployed, they were 
not as able to contribute to the household needs as they had prior to entering college. It 
was an ideal that they could focus on paying for college with their college scholarship. 
Instead, scholars like Aqua and Alex were still expected to contribute to the home. To 
this end, the students (and sometimes their parents) saw their college attendance as a 
financial absence in the home, thereby causing a greater deficit. To mitigate the stress on 
their families, these students found ways to share their scholarship dollars so, like Aqua, 
they could still “help out at home” because “something’s gotta give and bills are 
unforgiving.” Alex’s contribution included helping monitor, guide, and transport younger 
siblings. The fact that these students were realizing the family’s dreams to go to college 
did not change the expectations that some of the roles they played during their high 
school years would follow them into their college years. In spite of these substantial 
expectations, these scholars still managed to complete their college degrees.  
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Although it may seem obvious that billing the program as a scholarship program 
would be fitting because students who have the most financial need would be most 
appreciative of the financial assistance, I resisted that idea fruitlessly. I was adamant that 
the JC is not simply a scholarship program but a college access and success program 
because even students with money struggle with the rigors of college. I, and many of my 
colleagues participating on the program design team, felt the support services and staff 
members were critical to creating a well-balanced program that would mitigate the lack 
of resources of our intended underrepresented population. Unfortunately, the analysis of 
data revealed an inconsistency in program messaging through our marketing efforts. 
Overwhelmingly, the program was heralded as the answer to the question of how to pay 
for college and little else. There was very little mention of other parts of the program in 
the actual program documents, and even those elements were overshadowed by the 
promise of money.  
The Staff 
This error in consistency did not give proper homage to other critical areas, 
particularly the staff members who formed a community of champions for the students 
from high school through the college years. The program designers knew intuitively that 
the community of professionals hired to support the scholars would need to be 
approachable, available, and informative. This team would be a significant part of the 
program. In spite of this conviction, very little was done to highlight the importance of 
this student support team in our program documents. In spite of this inconsistency, the 
presence and importance of the staff did not escape the students. Shawn’s statement best 
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sums this sentiment, “People help people. Not money. Money don’t help people, it helps 
things, you know, but it don’t help people. People help people.” 
The most powerful statements I heard from the students were also those that 
evoked the most tears. They spoke of relationships with members of the staff that were 
life changing, even saying they recognized that certain staff members were consciously 
working beyond the scope of their job duties for the student’s benefit. According to the 
data that emerged from the interviews, the staff members were discerning in their efforts 
to mentor the students, balancing the delivery of group instruction on issues like 
budgeting with the individual delivery of guidance through personal challenges the 
students often faced. The staff members were fluid and responsive in their interactions 
with students, constantly gauging the students and sharing with other staff members any 
concerns and causes to celebrate as it was fitting to do so. Shawn spoke of this in several 
examples he shared. He talked about the character building opportunities he had because 
staff members invested in him and were willing to pull him aside and let him know areas 
in need of development. He said that although there were times when it was difficult to 
hear, he appreciated that even the difficult and critical lessons were to teach him to have 
character “because character is what makes a person.” He spoke of two staff members 
whose husbands he met giving him a feeling that he was regarded as an extended family 
member. One of these two team members was a ready support to him when he had 
challenges passing a particular course, encouraging and advising him in such a way that 
he felt his confidence restored. She spent so much time with him that he felt she was 
“calm and just full of love. I thought if I needed it, she would bring me some cookies.” 
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He chuckled at this thought seemingly heartened by the “family environment” that helped 
him overcome feelings of self-doubt about his academic prowess during his college 
years. 
The program designers recognized that many participants would be the first in 
their families to go to college. In addition to concerns that they feel a sense of belonging, 
and be well prepared for the rigors of college level study, the JC staff mentored students 
through what was considered the co-curriculum as well. As in the examples offered by 
Shawn, this took place formally in structured program elements like the college success 
course, individual advisement sessions, and the scholars’ symposium. Mischa said she 
was willing to invest time into these co-curricular meetings and instruction because it was 
so “useful” for her, adding, “It was like a group mentality, and we got close and we 
enjoyed coming to the meetings and it was fun. I knew you were always there to help us.” 
She shared her lack of confidence in her professional skills and appreciated the guidance 
in those areas. She felt she knew how to respond to the challenges that would accompany 
rigorous college-level study so the workshops helped her feel confident that she would be 
more marketable as she sought internships and post-graduate study. Like Mischa, the 
other study participants understood the need to focus on their academics even if they 
were mining their personal stores of confidence to do so. Most of them did not 
understand that in addition to completing their studies to earn a degree, they would also 
need to navigate the resources tangential to the classroom experience. They did, however, 
appreciate the attempts of the staff members to guide them through all facets of being a 
successful college student.  
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Several times during data collection, the students talked about the benefits of 
having someone who cared and made them feel as if they mattered. Aqua was most 
moved by the caring attention received from staff members noting that she would not 
have been in school were it not for two particular members, of the staff. She said, “What 
you guys did for me mattered. I came back because I felt like somebody cared about me. 
And I wasn’t just a number. I was a kid with a face that mattered to [the two staff 
members]. And that made me feel comfortable enough to come here every day.” Shawn 
was so appreciative that the staff members became his family on campus and continues to 
enjoy the same meaningful relationships after his college years. Amy shared his 
experience in that she still has monthly contact with her high school JC college advisor. 
The study participants expressed the regard they felt from staff members, not as 
professional, obligatory transactions, but as people who personally cared about the well-
being of each student. 
This is critical in that the program designers had essentially created a 
comprehensive approach to serving students and staffed the program with professionals 
who were willing and able to developmentally share with individual students and their 
families the possibilities for college access and success that were at hand. In retrospect, 
the hiring process for every member of the staff was painstaking, with lengthy 
discussions (and often disagreements) about which credentials, experiences, and the 
combination thereof constituted a good fit for the various program positions. As 
expressed by the scholars, degreed professionals with impressive resumes may or may 
not approach the needs of underrepresented students with creativity, sensitivity, 
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collegiality, and flexibility. Fortunately, the study participants’ comments suggest that the 
JC program staff was largely caring professionals who were passionate about the success 
of these students and firm in their resolve to act as teachers for the co-curriculum we 
were charged to deliver. Mischa assured me that we had accomplished this very critical 
balance saying, “I knew you were always there to help us and to maintain that 
relationship and that you actually cared. You took the time to get to know us instead of 
just handing us money.”  
Our success in choosing the members of the team is evident in that all of the 
students had glowing assessments of several members and were able to connect staff 
members with contributions to his or her individual success. One very telling example 
was offered by Amy when she said she was fully prepared to choose a school that would 
not unnecessarily challenge her academically because she was afraid she would 
jeopardize her scholarship if the academic rigor was too challenging. Her JC college 
advisor intervened with words of encouragement saying, “Well, you know you’ll 
definitely have me to get through it if you need anything.” Per Amy, as a direct result, she 
enrolled at the school she feared the most. These students shared several examples of 
how staff members availed themselves as significantly broader than was initially 
envisioned and seemed to occupy the “other duties as assigned” category common to job 
descriptions. 
Interestingly, there was one person who was mentioned by each student several 
times during data collection. The interviews suggest that this staff member embodied the 
encouragement, unselfishness, availability, and passion expected of every staff member. 
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He was also keenly able to provide critiques holding students accountable without 
ultimatums, shame, nor a deterioration of his relationship with the students. He fully 
understood his role as evidenced by his resolute practice of maintaining contact with 
students who were no longer enrolled, consistently encouraging them to return to school, 
and connecting them with additional services to provide a smooth transition to reenroll. 
No example of his unselfish willingness to serve students was more telling than Aqua’s. 
She said she would not have returned to school without the guidance of this particular JC 
mentor. She had withdrawn from school and did not return for an entire year. During her 
time away, he called her repeatedly to let her know he was available to help her and that 
it was not too late for her to return to school. After a year of his outreach to her, she 
returned. With continued encouragement and a “safe space” in the JC community, she 
excelled. After several years in his role, his departure was widely felt. No other staff 
member who has replaced him was mentioned to the extent that he was in the data.  
There were other staff changes that we had hoped did not cause much chagrin 
amongst the students, to no avail. Unfortunately, the scholars’ only complaint was that 
there were several staff changes in their years as students and that although the newer 
staff members likely meant well, they were not proven. Shawn said he would look at 
newcomers as polite strangers. Although he wanted to believe their attempts to connect 
with him were sincere, he responded with respect but had no intention of establishing 
new relationships. He chuckled at his admission but maintained that he continued to seek 
out the advice of remaining staff members and only engaged the newcomers if absolutely 
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necessary. He valued the consistency he experienced with staff members he already 
knew.  
The Healthy Balance 
The idea that college success programs and need-based scholarships help to “level 
the playing field” has become a cliché. Contrary to this cliché, these scholars were not 
seeking any perceived balance of opportunity between themselves and their more affluent 
peers. The context for their appreciation was personal. Any perceived competition they 
felt with other students did not come into play as they talked about the supports. In other 
words, they did not see the JC supports as providing any particular academic advantage 
over their peers, nor were they looking for the JC to provide the avenue to do so. What 
they did sense was that the financial and personal supports were what they needed to 
mitigate the instability of the other areas of their lives. In essence, the JC Scholars 
Program did not create a program to “level the playing field” but to steady it.   
The necessary balance of the staff and the money was best expressed by Aqua. 
She was adamant that she would not have graduated without JC in her life. She said,  
The program itself was nice, but the intricate relationships I built with some of 
those people were what got me through. . . . If I had not had relationships with 
[two staff members in particular], that money would not have been enough. I 
would have left and never come back. If I had to work more, I wouldn’t have been 
able to foster relationships with you because I would have been at work. And if I 
still had that money but did not have those relationships, I wouldn’t have stayed. 
She was a driven and determined student, but the impact of her drive on her academic 
performance would not have been realized without the scholarship and the staff support. 
None of the students expressed a desperate concern for their ability to be 
academically successful. A few were aware that they did not initially perform as well as 
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their peers, but they knew where to go to get the assistance they needed to hone those 
academic skills. Most of them also knew the rudiments of academic success during their 
high school years were the foundation for their academic success at the college level. 
Even the students who did not consider their high school academics to be rigorous 
expected college academics to be much more intense, and they were prepped to respond 
to the higher expectations. Still, their lack of concern regarding the rigors of college level 
study compelled me to probe. Amy’s response was echoed by her peers when she said, “I 
didn’t talk about the academic challenge because you already know college is going to be 
hard. Studies weren’t difficult to me because I knew what the teacher wanted.” She went 
on to explain how personal challenges can derail academic success when she added, 
“You can’t really know what’s gonna come up with people. You don’t know what is 
going to happen with family. Family and people are more challenging than this work.” 
Although they all expressed the weight of the academic challenge, they also spoke of 
understanding how they were to respond to the challenge. The same was not true for the 
uncertainties of life. During their college years, these students had coped with issues of 
death and grieving, incarceration, personal health issues, debilitating family illness, 
unemployment, anxiety, and depression. For those challenges, they had the benefit of the 
relationships they established with staff members and trusted the guidance, instruction, 
and encouragement given.  
 The scholarship dollars allowed the students the freedom to invest in the 
relationships available through program participation. Even those who chose to work a 
few hours knew they had a financial safety net because of the program. They would not 
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have to compromise their academic focus to accommodate the workplace, nor did they 
have to sacrifice the time spent with staff members. They each made it very clear that one 
without the other would not have yielded the same results in the overwhelming success of 
the student participants of this program. 
Integration 
 The second of five themes prevalent in the data is the concept of integration. For 
the purpose of this study, student integration is defined as a theory of retention that 
emphasizes social connection, aligned intellectual values, an opportunity to enjoy 
membership, and meaningful relationships (particularly with faculty) (Tinto, 1993; 1997). 
As such, students who have an opportunity to establish relationships, thereby creating a 
community within the institution, are more likely to persist. This is potentially more 
challenging for underrepresented students because (by definition) they may not easily 
find that the demography, values, and social capital of the college community closely 
mirror their own. As noted in the conceptual framework and alluded to in Tinto’s theory 
of integration, to the extent that the institutional demography is incongruent with the 
students presenting factors, there must be opportunities to mitigate the disconnect. Within 
the context of Tinto’s theory, this would mean the faculty and staff members of the 
institution would actively pursue opportunities for students to experience a sense of 
belonging. Integration would be the resulting intermediary outcome. 
As in the previous theme, integration also includes two subsets: campus fit and 
faculty. Although there are other elements to this particular theory and other instances of 
coding that fit within this theory, these two were more prevalent in the interview data. 
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The only instance of integration in the program documents was in the mention of the 
support services, including tutoring and the college success course. Other than this one 
note in the program documents, the other instances of integration were via the interviews. 
The participants all talked about a sense of acceptance and belonging to the JC Scholars 
Program but were able to share that there were other experiences of belonging as well. 
Beyond the program, the “spaces”, where this fit was experienced, was very diverse. 
Although Tinto emphasized the importance of faculty interaction, only one of the 
scholars had significantly positive experiences with his faculty members. The prevalence 
of the faculty construct within the data was because the students mentioned them, but not 
because of any particularly positive light. In a few instances, they were mentioned 
because of the negative experiences expressed by the scholars.  
Each of the participants expressed challenges they faced as individuals on a 
campus of incomparable peers. Most of the other students were their same age, but the 
scholars felt their values and experiences placed them outside of the cultural norm. Alex 
described it as being “different but not too different.” For instance, two of the 
participants, although not the first in their families to attend college, are first-generation 
citizens of the United States. So, although their parents knew about the rigors of college-
level study, they were unable to guide the students through the specifics of entering and 
succeeding in college in the states. Aqua said, “They [my parents] did not go to college in 
the United States. So college in the United States is much different than like the college 
process in [my country]….so I did everything on my own.” She never sought the advice 
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of her high school counselor before entering college and then only sought the advice of 
her JC mentors once she enrolled at the university. 
Two of the scholars were from strongly religious families. One of the two, Alex, 
recognized that her values were not a part of the social norm on the college campus and 
sought ways to maintain her convictions without drawing negative attention. She 
recounted an experience that she said still percolates in her memory as she continues to 
deepen her faith. She said,  
Honestly, there was an English professor, she had us sit down and we had to 
choose. It was one of her like, lectures or something. Uh, if we believed in 
predestination or free will and she’s like, ‘You have to pick one or the other.’ And 
I was kind of in between ‘cause I said, ‘You know, I feel like you are predestined 
but God gives us the free will to choose. I mean, He knows what’s gonna happen. 
And that’s already in the story.’ But, you know, it kinda made me feel like ‘really 
people are trying to make me choose?’ And I was like ‘Wait, am I the only one?’ 
She said she felt that at that time in the class, she was the only one who struggled with the 
assignment and the seeming simplicity of the question. For her, it was something far 
more complex.  Fortunately, both Aqua and Alex were successful in finding a small 
community of people willing to provide support for the questions they had in keeping 
with their personal values that seemed unessential to their peers. Aqua found her 
community within the JC family, whereas Alex found her community within a small 
group of students who either shared her values or made no attempt to challenge those 
values. 
Campus Fit 
As a microcosm of society, yet an encompassing community, the campus 
environment and the people thereof have the capacity to significantly influence their 
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students. College is essentially an immersion experience into a community that only 
exists on college campuses as the participants were surrounded by a new social group and 
were not in the immediate company of their family members. This newness and 
uniqueness was compounded by the average age of the campus citizen and the intense 
academic rigor. Students whose culture is not congruent with the majority culture are 
presented with an opportunity to impact the campus environment and community 
members, be impacted by them, or both. The extent to which one of the three options is 
realized is contingent upon the student and the members of the institution. Tinto (1993) 
was clear in his assertion that this immersive experience should not result in assimilating 
students to the mores and values of the majority culture, but that all students should be 
valued for the diversity they bring to the institution. To this end, a campus culture that 
evinces an authentic commitment to diversity is one whose students are most likely to 
experience a sense of belonging. 
For Alex, an appreciation for diversity would mean she could fully express her 
religious conviction without the fear that it would make her more an outcast than a 
welcomed member of a diverse group. Unfortunately, as shared above during her very 
first term at the university, her professor required each student to make a choice between 
predestination and free will. She felt that to choose one over the other would be to 
disregard fundamental principles of her faith. She went on to say that she saw the 
assignment very seriously, whereas her classmates seemed unaffected by the idea that 
they were made to choose between two ideals that were individually weighty. She also 
recounted an experience of a close friend that seemed to confirm that the institution was 
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insensitive to their beliefs and values. This student’s professor shared (what was to them) 
grossly offensive material during class and warned the students that if they chose to leave 
the class, they would need to withdraw from the course.  
Alex’s response to this perceived consistent lack of acceptance was to edit her 
class choices by researching the professors before registration to feel some sense of 
comfort that her faith and values would not be challenged. She was relieved to choose a 
course instructor whose response to religion was, “We’re gonna table religion. We’re not 
gonna say that it’s not valid. But we’re saying for the purposes of this course, we’re 
going to not use it as, um, like an argument point.” As she shared this experience, she 
expressed some regret that she felt she had compromised her faith by accepting the 
instructor’s offer to “table religion” when to do so was to deny what she believed and 
how she engaged the world. Alex’s description was reminiscent of the assimilation that 
Tinto suggested educators avoid. Although she was not overtly being encouraged to 
adopt the philosophical (or seemingly anti-faith) viewpoint, she was not allowed to 
express her own particular viewpoint as an offering to diversify the discussion. She 
resolved that accepting the offer was her best option to complete the required course 
without contention and that further editing would provide her opportunities to participate 
in campus activities. This participation gave her an opportunity to create connections 
beyond the perceived confines of her faith. 
She spoke of one such connection to campus as a very positive experience and a 
great example of how she experienced a place where she fit in on campus. It was a 
student organization that was responsible for helping new students get acclimated to the 
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campus during the first few weeks of each term. She joined as a result of encouragement 
she received from one of her JC mentors, and her intention was only to be involved for 
one year. She enjoyed the experience and the relationships she cultivated so much that 
she stayed involved for the next three years. She called her continued involvement a 
“pleasant surprise” and continues to enjoy friendships with some of the students who 
were co-leaders with her at some point during those three years. Of particular interest is 
the fact that after her first year, she “adopted” a group of freshmen students and helped 
them find their way around campus. In so doing, she created a campus community so the 
students had both a sense of belonging and a resource for learning how to navigate their 
new environments. In essence, the support she gave to other students to overcome the 
challenge of finding a fit in their first semester was generally not afforded to her as a new 
student questioning how to be true to her fundamental beliefs.  
Like Alex, Mischa found and created a community where she and her peers had a 
sense of belonging. She quickly realized the resource she had available in the staff of the 
JC program and said she always felt “like there were people there to support me.” She 
had an overwhelmingly positive experience because of her relationship with JC staff 
members, the friendships she maintained from high school throughout her college years, 
and consistent feelings of significance as a student on campus. She shared that JC staff 
members “made us all feel special.” She was faithful to the friendships she enjoyed from 
high school to college and clung to JC staff members as resources admitting, “I used the 
people of the JC staff a lot” with an emphasis on the last two words. She described the JC 
community as a place where she was able to network without penalty as she fumbled 
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through honing her career readiness skills. She did not express any perceived barriers that 
she needed to overcome because of the campus, any negative responses to diversity, or 
any perceived lack of fit. Instead, she talked about her realization that there were skillsets 
beyond the classroom that she needed to learn. She was very appreciative that she could 
overcome the challenge in the safety of the JC community as those skillsets were taught 
in the small-group workshop settings. 
For two of the study participants, no commitment to diversity could prepare them 
for their initial impression of the campus that posed the greatest challenge because 
diversity was not the primary issue. When asked about their early experiences on campus, 
Aqua and Amy talked emphatically about their difficulty adjusting to the size of the 
campus. Recalling her initial impression with wide eyes, Amy called it “very, scarily big” 
as she remembered the doubts she felt that she would not be able to get past the feeling of 
being overwhelmed enough so she could “figure all this out AND go to class.” She 
laughed at the recollection as she quickly attributed her ability to overcome her initial 
discomfort to the college success course required of all JC scholars. The course helped 
her navigate her new environment, making it seem much smaller than she initially 
envisioned. For Amy, understanding where to go and what to do to complete the 
transactions and seek assistance for issues related to course instruction were necessary 
supports.  
Conversely, for Aqua, the course had no discernible effect on mitigating the 
discomfort of being a “small part of a small school.” She said she had long heard that the 
institution was small and personal but felt it was quite the opposite as she was “kind of 
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unnoticed” in the midst of a “big wave of kids.” She was eventually able to cope with not 
feeling “special to anybody” because of her relationships with JC program staff members 
and her identity as a program scholar. She described her sense of belonging in the 
scholars program as follows:  
You weren’t just one kid; you were a part of something. And even if you did not 
socialize with them [the other scholars], you were still a part of it. It made a 
difference because you weren’t just a kid, you were a scholar. You were these 
people’s scholar. You had people behind you like you were a part of something 
bigger when I know I felt like a very small piece of [the school]. 
She went on to say how much she appreciated not being “passed around” to various 
offices on campus when she needed help. She had designated advisors as a result of her 
JC involvement. It was sentiment echoed by all of the study participants.  
Fortunately, both Amy and Aqua were afforded opportunities to learn how to 
overcome the challenges of the college environment and their perceived disconnect with 
that environment. For Amy, the instruction came in the college success course. For Aqua, 
it was through the mentorship of JC staff members. This challenge of seeing the school as 
not only large but daunting was unavoidable for these students. Their perception that the 
school was larger than a size they considered comfortable was static. There were no 
editing skills to employ (like Alex had done), so instruction to overcome the feeling of 
incongruence and a safe place where they felt special was critical to their success. 
Shawn also experienced challenges that were seemingly inescapable. Although he 
talked of not wanting to compete with his classmates, he said he experienced significant 
discomfort as he compared himself to them and felt he was ill-prepared in every area. He 
felt like he was in a “foreign” place and so out of place that he was unable to craft 
questions so he would know how to operate and excel in his new environment. He felt 
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there was a language and a standard to which everyone else was accustomed and that the 
deficit for him to even understand--much less excel--was too great for him to overcome. 
He talked about living in an environment where he did not have a lot of resources, then 
transitioning to a resource-rich university setting where his classmates had been groomed 
to excel. He said it was emotional in many ways.  
A lot of times in our environment, fear breeds anger. And fear breeds resentment. 
And fear breeds frustration. And fear breeds... anger, resentment, frustration; it 
closes you off. It makes you stand alone. Pride, not pride in the sense of “I’m so 
great.” But pride in the sense of, uh, fear. Pride in the sense of “I’m not as good as 
everybody else so, let me just be my own . . . let me just compete with myself. 
He went on to say he felt “afraid” and “alone” and “didn’t know the possibilities.” 
Without some instruction and encouragement, Shawn admits he would have had 
significant difficulty overcoming his own perceived deficits.  
He shared that he later realized that coming from a family earning a low income, 
being a student from an underrepresented population, and graduating from a school that 
did not fully prepare him for the academic rigor of college were not insurmountable 
barriers to overcome. He learned that with discipline, he was as able as his peers, which, 
in turn, increased his confidence. Although he acknowledged the barrier, he also owned 
it. He did not perceive any unwillingness on behalf of members of the campus 
community to attend to his needs. Instead, he shared his own feelings of inadequacy 
combined with fear and couched in anger. He talked extensively about the 
encouragement he received to overcome this barrier and the faculty members who 
provided instruction and encouragement without reservation.  
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The Faculty 
There is no other group of people on the college campus who will spend more 
time with the students than the faculty. This opportunity to invest time while sharing 
common academic interests supports Tinto’s (1997) assertion that faculty members are 
the most integral part of student integration and subsequent student success. Although 
students may need to visit various student services office throughout their years on the 
college campus, the purpose of being on the campus is to complete the degree, not to 
complete business transactions ancillary to academic study. As such, students will spend 
extensive time with faculty members, hopefully in close partnership through mentorship 
and research activities, and definitely during instruction in the classroom. Tinto went on 
to declare the classroom as the most important environment because it is the most 
prevalent environment. Unfortunately, there is no mention of faculty in any of the 
program documents. This omission of opportunities for faculty connection and the 
importance of the classroom environment, likely contributed to students’ views of the 
program as external to the institution because there was no mention of the academy.  
The participants’ experiences with faculty members were as varied as their 
majors. No two students had the same major or the same career interests. Their personal 
perceptions of faculty ranged from feeling the faculty were completely indifferent to 
sacrificially supportive. Three of the students had comparable experiences in that they 
felt their faculty members were inconsequential. The faculty members neither posed 
significant challenges, nor did they provide significant supports. There were slight 
nuances to the indifference the students experienced. One scholar spoke of a full-time 
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faculty member, another talked about the professor of a hybrid class, and the third student 
shared her experience with an adjunct faculty member. Although the delivery of 
instruction and teaching load may have no bearing on the integration of the students, it is 
an interesting dynamic to consider. Also of note is that the recounting of the greatest 
challenge and subsequent support was via experiences of a student with full time faculty.  
As stated previously, Shawn was very expressive in his appreciation for the 
support he received from his faculty members. He said his experience with the entire 
faculty at the institution was positive, including his experience with a general education 
instructor whose class he did not pass. He said none of his instructors were lowering 
standards, but they were all willing to help students meet the standard that was set adding 
that it “must be a thing” at the institution to be supportive. There were two faculty 
members in particular that he lauded as having an impact on him beyond just teaching 
material. He talked at great length about how unselfish, invested, and (even) loving they 
were in their attention to him. He paused to compose himself and then spoke with great 
emotion recounting how one instructor responded to his anger with tenderness and 
encouragement without yielding on the high standards she expected of him. She helped 
him overcome feelings of inadequacy by investing additional time in him, challenging 
him beyond competency into mastering the material. Her standard was so relentlessly 
high that she posed academic challenges to him that she later admitted were actually a 
challenge for her. As a direct result, he says his thought about his academic ability was, 
“I wasn’t hitting the mark like [my classmates] were hitting the mark” and eventually 
grew into “Give it to me. Where is it? I can do anything!”  
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He was overcome with gratitude that his professor was unrelenting and would not 
“back down” in her high expectations of him. He was as equally grateful about the 
investment of the other professor, sharing that he was fully aware that she had made plans 
for the entire program with him in mind because she wanted to be sure to open doors of 
opportunity for him particularly. In sharing his experiences with his faculty members, he 
referred to his relationship with them as “life changing,” a concept he used several times 
during his entire interview. He shared that his only regret was that he did not spend more 
time in their company and under their tutelage. He said if he had it to do over again, he 
would not wait for an assignment or class to compel him to spend additional time with his 
professors. In sharing this regret, he never questioned if they had the time to spend with 
him or their willingness to invest even more time and attention into him. 
Unlike Shawn, who was complimentary of all of his instructors, three other 
scholars described the faculty as “detached.” Also unlike Shawn, they had nothing 
complimentary to say about their experiences with the professors who taught the general 
education courses. Amy’s assessment summed the thoughts of these three students when 
she said, “They don’t really care and you can tell.” As she spoke, she did not do so with 
any disdain but quite factually. She was not disappointed that her professors were not 
more interested in her as a student and took a long pause when asked if she thought it was 
the responsibility of faculty to help students become acclimated to the campus. Like the 
other two students sharing her perspective, she had no expectations that her faculty 
members would take a particular interest in the students and did not feel she was at any 
disadvantage because of their lack of interest in mentoring students.   
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Although none of these three participants had examples of faculty members who 
had made a lasting impact, with prodding, two participants were able to recount examples 
of when the instructor was at least helpful. Mischa’s instructor was not a full faculty 
member but because she worked in the field, she was able to provide relevant and timely 
information about the field. She had interesting stories about actual experiences in the 
field that made the class conversations much richer. The instructor also tried to use her 
connections to the community to help her students get professional working experiences 
and wrote letters of recommendation for Mischa as she pursued internship opportunities 
and graduate school. Unfortunately, Mischa said she did not know how to contact this 
particular instructor because she no longer works at the university. When asked, she said 
she had no other professors who showed any comparable interest or offered this level of 
support. Interestingly, she also did not attribute this help as a part of how she was 
endeared to the campus. Like the JC program community, she saw this particular 
instructor’s support as tangential to the institution.  
Aqua also had the benefit of an instructor who was helpful. He encouraged her to 
pursue advanced study and was willing to provide some insight as she considered the 
opportunity. Conversely, the professor was (and still is) a full faculty member at the 
institution. She was appreciative of “the few” who cared because she was trying to 
overcome her discomfort with anonymity and feeling insignificant on the campus--not 
because she was trying to fit in, but because she had a difficult time not feeling “special 
to anybody.” She felt a sense of belonging when with the JC program staff members and 
anxiety elsewhere on campus. Having a few teachers who simply knew her name was 
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enough to quell the discomfort but not enough to endear her to the institution. Her final 
assessment in her thoughts about faculty was that she had to realize that 
It doesn’t matter if I’ve interacted with fifty faculty members and five care, those 
forty five don’t matter. The five that care matter. So just not to let it get to me. 
Whereas when I first started, it really bothered me. 
Like Mischa, Aqua felt the faculty member willing to provide insight was the exception 
and not the norm on the campus as what was normal was indifferent and obligatory 
teaching exchanges. Neither scholar attributed a sense of belonging to the few positive 
experiences with faculty. There was nothing about how the study participants spoke of 
their exchanges with the faculty members that resonated with the concept of helping 
students experience integration within the institution.  
Only one of the students had any experiences with online instruction and 
attempting to establish a relationship with the online faculty member. Alex said that most 
of her upper level courses were hybrid courses. This means simply that some portion of 
the instruction was in a classroom setting and a significant portion was conducted online. 
It was the online portion that she “hated.” Overall, she graded her teachers as “Ok” but 
was able to pinpoint one instructor who “seemed to care” about the students. Her 
definition for “caring” was that the instructor knew the names of her students, 
remembered individual details about each student, and tried to make her instruction 
interesting. The other faculty member who had made an impression on her taught a 
general education course and was most memorable because, like her online instructor, the 
professor took the time to know the names of all of her students. Like Mischa and Aqua, 
Alex did not attribute the relationship she had with her instructors to any sense of 
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belonging she felt on the campus. Like Aqua, she was impressed and appreciative that 
any of the faculty members would be willing and/or able to remember her name. 
Although Alex summed her experiences as pleasant, she also shared an overtly 
negative experience with a faculty member. During her explanation of her relationship 
with her hybrid instructor, she mentioned that she had never sought out the instructor 
beyond the classroom setting. The memories of never visiting her hybrid instructor 
during office hours led her to recount the first time she did utilize faculty office hours. 
The course material was very challenging for her and she struggled to improve her 
grades. Upon asking the professor what she could do, he responded, “I can’t help you. Go 
to [the tutoring center].” She did so, only to find there were no tutors for her course. She 
continued to struggle but faithfully attended class in hopes she would eventually better 
grasp the material. She finished the class with a D, including a C for participation and 
attendance. When she went back to the professor to protest the low participation and 
attendance score, he said she did not attend faithfully enough for a higher score. She 
protested that she not only came but sat in the same seat every day. The instructor did not 
relent and she had to repeat the course. She called the experience “traumatic” but also 
said she did not see him as a reflection of the institution as a whole. Conversely, she was 
afraid to share her experience with him on her evaluation at the end of class for fear that 
he would not like her as a result. She was concerned that faculty members discuss the 
negative evaluations of students they share and that she may suffer the repercussion of 
her honest evaluation in a later class. 
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According to the theory of student integration, students are more likely to be 
retained when they perceive they have made meaningful connections with other students, 
faculty, and staff on their college campuses. The proponents of the theory of integration 
also posit that the extent of this integration will compel students to make a free choice to 
persist at their institutions. The study participants obviously persisted until graduation, 
and they all spoke of feeling a sense of belonging and having meaningful connections. 
Only Shawn spoke of a connection to and within the institution through his positive 
experiences with all of his faculty members and the JC program staff. The other 
participants had meaningful relationships as well but not particularly with faculty 
members. Their comments suggest that they felt a sense of belonging when with the JC 
program staff or with their other small community of peers. This fit did not translate into 
any endearing feelings toward the institution. It seemed that their prevalent view of the 
institution (and their own perceived campus fit) matched their experiences with faculty 
instead of their experiences where they did have a connection. Their comments suggested 
they understood the weight of importance ascribed to relationships with faculty members 
though they were not overwhelmingly disappointed that they did not have very 
meaningful relationships with their faculty members. To them, faculty represented the 
institution, so where there was a relationship, there was a “campus fit.” Otherwise, they 
had a place that they fit in that they saw as tangential to the institution. 
Ambition 
 The third theme to emerge from the data is the ambition concept of the 
psychological model of retention. Bean and Eaton’s (2000) model is unique in its weighty 
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consideration of the students presenting factors prior to matriculation and is founded on 
four psychological theories. These four theories are attitude-behavior theory, coping 
behavioral theory, attribution theory, and self-efficacy theory. Attitude behavior theory is 
a broad theory that thoughts, perceptions, and mental dispositions compel behavior (or 
the lack thereof). Coping and attribution are psychological processes contingent upon a 
students’ confidence level. Students who have coping skills will approach issues of the 
institution whereas those without the ability to cope will be more likely to avoid them. 
Students willing to approach the issues they face are more confident and demonstrate the 
initiative to overcome challenges. They are also more likely to have an internal locus of 
control. As such, these students attribute their fate to their decisions and activities. Those 
who attribute their fate to situations and external factors have an external locus of control. 
Finally, self-efficacy is self-confidence, the extent to which students believe they are 
capable of performing a task. Students who feel capable of performing a task are more 
likely to invest time in the task.  
Although ambition is not overtly expressed in the psychological model, it is a 
precursor of self-efficacy. For the purpose of this study, ambition is defined simply as the 
desire to achieve something and includes the desires and aspirations to reach lofty goals. 
Confidence, or efficacy, is the assurance in self to perform a task. So, whereas ambition 
involves what students think they want to do, confidence, or self-efficacy, is when 
students know they have the ability to actually do what they aspire to do.  
Although there was no mention of the ambition theme in the program documents, 
it was a prevalent concept in every interview. In short, at some point, all of the study 
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participants were ambitious. Either before matriculation or shortly thereafter, they had all 
set lofty goals. Additionally, each student had personal challenges to overcome before or 
as they were working toward those goals. The study participants built on this ambition as 
they gained (or lost and regained) confidence during their college years and subsequently 
conquered the barriers they faced. Ever undergirding this ability to perform was the 
desire to achieve.  
This concept of ambition is important to note for two reasons. First, it was 
prevalent in the data as all study participants spoke of having the desire to be successful 
at something even if they realized they did not have the ability. Second, as before stated, 
these psychological theories and the beliefs and the thought processes of the students are 
beyond the scope of systemic retention efforts meant to establish a culture that impacts all 
students. However, recognizing presenting factors and appreciating the diversity of 
experiences is within the scope of what institutional representatives can do to serve 
students. Viewed through the lens of the conceptual framework, an institutional retention 
philosophy that begins with acknowledging and appreciating a holistic view of diversity 
will more likely compel a campus culture wherein students persist. The data suggest that 
the faculty and staff members who were most supportive of the study participants helped 
them channel their ambition, and couple it with strategy, instruction, and discipline. 
Several participants attributed their growing or restored confidence to this support. 
Four of the five participants shared the ambitions they had as high school students 
preparing for life after high school graduation. The fifth participant, Aqua, had no 
particular ambitions in high school. She made a decision to join the military after high 
124 
 
school and spoke of it as being resigned to do so. Only one of the four youthfully 
ambitious students, Shawn, did not include college level study as a necessary element of 
fulfilling his dreams for two reasons. First, he did not know how he could afford tuition. 
Second, he thought that a college degree equated to a “desk job” and that a “desk job” 
was not a great enough return on an expensive four year investment. He fondly 
remembered that as a young child he told his mother he would be the “world 
heavyweight champion” because he was convinced he would be great at something even 
when he was unsure of what his area of expertise would be.  
When he finally settled on a field, he thought he was already well prepared for the 
rigors of college level study until he started school and began to compare himself to his 
peers. In so doing, his self-assessment was that he was farther behind than he thought he 
would be and he began to lose his confidence. His frustration was a result of the huge 
chasm between his great ambition and his waning confidence. He said he would be so 
frustrated that he would charge out of class in a fit of anger that was his effort to mask his 
embarrassment. The faculty members he lauded so much were critical to his grasp of self-
confidence again, willing to do “extra to help you meet the standard. Not extra like, to 
help you slack off. [instead, his professors would say,] ‘I’ma do extra to help you meet 
it.’” They were able to help him answer the “how” question patiently, encouraging him to 
exercise the discipline necessary to realize his ambitions. He trusted their intentions, 
followed their example, and dedicated himself to his studies. As a result, his self-
confidence was renewed.  
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Like Shawn, Amy was also ambitious, but unlike Shawn, her ambition was 
anchored by modest expectations. She simply wanted to better her life as if anything 
other than where she was could be considered progress. She saw her way out through 
postsecondary study saying,  
I knew from middle school that just finishing high school as it was back in the 
past, it wouldn’t be enough anymore. So you had to go . . . at least have a 
bachelor’s degree to get somewhere or have some kind of comfortable life. 
Although she was admissible to the university, she lacked the confidence to set her sights 
on a four year school and initially opted to enroll at the local community college. Her 
encourager came in the form of the JC college advisor (JCCA). The JCCA assigned to 
her high school challenged her to start her academic career at the university assuring her 
that the academic tenacity she had already shown during her high school years would be 
the necessary ingredient to her ability to overcome the challenges of university study.  
Amy was also concerned that the school was so large that she would get lost in 
the crowd and not know how to transact the business of being a student. Furthermore, she 
did not know where to go on campus to get the instruction she needed. Although she had 
the promise of her JCCA (that she would always mentor Amy), she found the extended 
orientation she needed was provided in the college success course. Before that point, she 
did not as much doubt her ability as she did the access to information. Once she realized 
she would receive the instruction she needed to handle the business of being a college 
student, her confidence soared. Concurrently, she realized her JCCA was right about her 
ability to excel academically as well. She said she realized that “nothing is impossible as 
long as you try hard enough and definitely use your resources to get there.” This 
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realization was evidence that she had overcome her greatest challenge, having low 
expectations of her ability to realize her ambition.  
Aqua was even more hesitant to accept a challenge. As stated before, she was 
very clear that she initially did not want to attend college at all. She had plans to join the 
military and was only convinced to pursue postsecondary study upon learning from a 
family friend that it was her late father’s desire. It was only after she was enrolled that 
she began to cultivate ambitions around her chosen field of study, a stubborn resolve to 
finish what she started, and a desire to help her mother. At that point, her challenge was 
not a lack of ambition or low confidence. She seemed as resolute as Mischa when she 
talked about understanding the rigors of college level academics and thought it 
superfluous to forewarn high school students that college would be hard. Instead, she said 
someone should have warned her of the social challenges students face upon entering the 
university community. She shared her perspective in saying,  
Academic standards, to me, didn’t need to be reiterated. That seemed dumb. Like, 
I get it. This is not a school I’m obligated to go to. I am choosing to do this which 
means I should make a good choice and have good grades. But all the other stuff 
that comes with college, I wasn’t ready for. 
She went on to share that her confidence challenge was in navigating the new social 
environment, the feeling of anonymity and the ensuing anxiety she felt while on campus. 
To this end, her relationships with the JC staff members were critical as she found them 
to be constant providers of support and their offices a safe haven from the uncomfortable 
social settings that made her feel awkward and insignificant. 
Although Mischa was also very ambitious and academically confident even in 
high school, she was not confident about her professional skills. Like Aqua, she found the 
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JC community a source of constant support. The mentorship she received was essential to 
helping her get the skills she needed for her ambitions to be realized. As such, she was 
willing to be taught. This teachable disposition was a common characteristic for Mischa, 
Shawn, and Amy as they submitted themselves to learn how to navigate professional 
settings, master academic material, and shoulder the responsibility of transacting the 
business of college.  
Alex was open to learning but did not seek instruction or any particular supports 
when faced with her challenge. She knew help was available because of the college 
success course and her experiences with the JC program staff. She talked of the college 
success course and particularly liked the part that included presentations from various 
campus resources. She liked being “in the know.” Prior to college entry, her ambition 
was motivated by a desire to have a better life for herself and her family. After she started 
at the university, she added that she felt obligated to succeed because of all the program 
was giving to her. She said,  
I can’t quit now and these people have gone to bat for these funds to help 
Jacksonville, to give back to Jacksonville. You know it’s kind of like my 
obligation now to give it my all so I can give back to Jacksonville the way that 
these people have giving to me. So it’s kinda like a don’t give up attitude which I 
didn’t have. I did not have it before. I have this support behind me and they 
wouldn’t do this or have this program if they didn’t believe in us. 
Instead of using the resources she had at her disposal, once she developed the motivation 
to persevere, she drew on her own ability to develop coping mechanisms to address her 
challenge.  
Alex had a challenge finding a campus fit in light of her faith. In addition to the 
difficulties she faced with faculty members as it related to her faith, she shared 
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experiences she had with a roommate who was content to party with no concern for 
personal boundaries and friends who chose to be more uninhibited in college than they 
had been in high school. In spite of this challenge, Alex was resolute, saying, “I don’t feel 
like it negatively affected my success academically because I made the decision that that 
wasn’t going to. I wasn’t going to let that dictate my success.”  Her response to this 
challenge was to employ strategy. She avoided the course instructors who would cause 
her to question or have to defend her faith and she crafted a new circle of friends who 
shared her values. In crafting her own strategy, Alex was different than her peers in her 
response to reconciling the disparity between her ambition and her confidence. She knew 
she had support which was all the motivation she needed to find creative ways to persist. 
Every study participant eventually developed ambitions to not only pursue, but to 
complete their college degrees. Beyond this simple common thread among the students, 
there were several variations in the extent of their confidence, the support systems that 
compelled their success, and the ancillary challenges they experienced simply being 
college students. Shawn and Amy experienced a chasm between their ambitions and their 
confidence in their academic ability. Shawn was encouraged to exercise discipline by two 
faculty members, whereas Amy’s JCCA encouraged her to trust that she had the requisite 
tenacity necessary to be successful. Amy also lacked confidence that she could navigate 
the transactions of college but received instruction on how to do so in the college success 
course. The college success course was also a source of support for Shawn in his desire to 
know how to manage his money. Alex mentioned the class and was appreciative that she 
knew what resources were available to her. Interestingly, she did not utilize the resources 
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but was motivated by the mere intent of the program staff members. Aqua and Mischa 
also appreciated the care they received from program staff members. However, they both 
utilized the staff members, enjoying mentoring relationships throughout their college 
years. They were already confident in their academic ability; they primarily needed help 
navigating social and co-curricular challenges. They both found the instruction, guidance, 
and encouragement they needed in JC staff members.  
There were two other similarities evident in the data among all program 
participants. First, every student provided evidence of an internal locus of control, even in 
instances where they had significant external motivators. Second, every student had in 
common the financial barrier. They could not afford college and had no significant 
financial assistance from their families to do so. The financial barrier was overcome as a 
result of the scholarship they each received from the JC program. As such, this external 
barrier was addressed via external means. Per the students, the scholarship gift was more 
than just a resource to make college affordable; it was a large motivator. The students 
were moved by the reality that the program staff and their instructors cared enough that 
the students be successful. They were motivated by the care and kindness they received 
from people who made significant investments to ensure the students’ success.  
For one student in particular, this care was the primary reason she came back to 
school and a significant reason why she persisted to graduation. Aqua was clear when she 
said,  
It made me want to be here. Knowing that someone [in the JC program] wanted 
me here made me want to be here. Between knowing someone cared here and 
knowing my family would be proud that’s why I got here and why I got through 
the program. Most of my motivation was external. I did not really care for my 
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degree until probably my senior year. So having a support system that wanted me 
to succeed made me want to succeed. 
Though she was highly motivated by external means, she did not express a lost sense of 
control. In the event she felt she did not have control, she instituted her coping strategy 
and made adjustments. For example, when she felt anxious because of how awkward she 
felt in the social environment, she would abbreviate her time spent on campus and retreat 
to the offices of her JC mentors.  
Amy also spoke of external motivators that helped her persist to have her 
ambitions realized. As stated before, she was content to pursue her college degree via 
enrollment in an open access college so that she would not jeopardize the scholarship she 
would receive to fund her years of study. It was her way of coping with her fear that she 
was not as prepared as students who matriculated directly to a university setting. She 
thought the academic rigor of a university would be an unnecessary challenge until her 
JCCA convinced her otherwise. Amy said,  
And, I went to [the university]. And I graduated in four years and I’m definitely 
happy that I made that decision. And she really technically made that decision for 
me and I thank her every day and I still remind her that ‘You’re the reason why I 
went to [the university].’ and ‘Thank you for that.’ 
Like Aqua, Amy had significant external motivators but maintained an internal 
locus of control. Amy’s initial coping strategy was to depress her expectations. It was 
only because of her intense trust for the JCCA that she abandoned this strategy and 
relinquished the decision making to the JCCA. She still had access to her mentor when 
she found herself on campus and uncomfortable with how to shoulder the transactional 
responsibilities. Though she continued to meet with her mentor, she attributed her ability 
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to overcome this challenge to the instruction she received in the college success course, 
evincing her continued internal locus of control. 
Like Amy, Shawn and Mischa sought guidance. They shared several examples of 
how they were able to overcome challenges because of the investment of caring members 
of the campus. Whereas Mischa always knew her outcome would be a direct result of her 
effort and time, Shawn had to learn that he had that same opportunity. Before college, 
there were certain skills that came to him quite naturally. He was gifted and among his 
peers, he excelled. When he got to college, he realized that his gift was not as outstanding 
among his new set of peers. His first response to this harsh reality was to quit, declaring 
the new academic rigor “stupid” in an effort to hide the fact that he didn’t think he was 
“good enough.” His professors’ response to his outbursts, resistance, and anger was to 
pursue him to find out why he was so frustrated. He eventually shared with them his 
feeling of inadequacy and they shared with him the tools to overcome his frustration. 
Looking back on that challenging time, he learned a priceless lesson and shared,  
So you’re big in this arena, but when you come over here you’re little and you’re 
nothing. So it breeds incompetence. It can do one of two things; it can make you 
fight harder. Which I end up doing now. It either makes you fight harder or be 
afraid and feel incompetent. 
Once he learned that his disciplined efforts would yield more than his natural talents, he 
began to excel again academically. Now it is a principle that he has taken with him and 
continues to apply to his life after graduation. 
The data suggest that all of the study participants were eventually ambitious. Most 
of them had marked disparities between their ambition and their self-confidence. Through 
the consistent instruction, guidance, and encouragement they received from mentors, they 
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were all able to reconcile the difference and overcome their challenges. According to 
Tinto’s (1993; 1997) theory of integration this mentor relationship would be ideal 
between a faculty member and a student, but the data suggest that it is not necessary. 
What does appear to be necessary is a more personalized approach to instruction that 
includes an assessment like the one Shawn’s professors conducted with him. They (like 
Amy’s JCCA) had the expectation that because Shawn was admissible to the university, 
he was also capable of performing the work. When he was not able, they sought him out 
to learn what difficulties he faced and responded appropriately and dynamically.  
Static approaches to instruction are comparable to static approaches to student 
services. The information is provided and the student is responsible for recognizing what 
to apply to which challenge at what time. In some instances, like when Amy learned how 
to navigate the intimidating campus, this approach suffices. In other situations, like when 
Aqua left the university for a year, a more dynamic and responsive approach is fitting. A 
retention philosophy crafted through the lens of the psychological model of retention 
would comprehensively consider the attitudes, attribution, coping skills, and level of 
efficacy of students. This philosophy would also compel members of the institution to 
craft an organized approach to providing meaningful and appropriate interventions for 
students. 
Adult Guide 
The fourth of the five themes that emerged in the data is the concept of an adult 
guide. An analysis of faculty and JC program staff members was included within earlier 
themes and is fitting here as well. The difference between these earlier two concepts and 
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the specifics of the adult guide is that the analysis of the data supports the delineation of a 
theme that attends to the influence of people external to the college environment. 
Interestingly, the retention theories that form the foundation for this study do not mention 
the importance of an adult guide external to the institution. In spite of this void, the data 
most notably from the interviews suggest that the guide function is prevalent. That said, 
there is no clear suggestion that the guide role is critical to student success in college, 
particularly in the instances where the relationship was more transactional and the guide 
served primarily as a source of information. 
Prevalence of the Theme 
There were two instances of an adult guide, external to the institution, yet present 
during the college years. The two individuals were instrumental in the guidance they gave 
to their mentees during the high school years and continued their guiding relationships 
throughout the college years as well. Most of the instances of an adult guide in the data 
were solely during the high school years before college matriculation. This pre-college 
adult guide emerged from both the program documents and the student interviews. It is 
evident in the program documents via the scholarship application which requires a 
counselor or advisor recommendation. This recommendation form has a section that 
requires the advisor to rate the student for “academic promise” and “character and 
personal promise.” This element suggests that the program designers anticipated that 
most college bound students would have had some contact with an adult guide prior to 
college matriculation. There also seems to be an assumption that this contact was 
sufficient for the adult guide to provide a meaningful assessment of the students’ ability 
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to succeed in college and be a viable candidate for the scholars program. Another section 
of the document attends to the extent of contact. The assessor was to choose the “basis 
for acquaintance” using a Likert scale that categorizes contact as “close,” “frequent,” 
“moderate,” or “occasional.” In keeping with the theory of Student Involvement, 
potential scholars would have ideally spent a significant amount of time with the adult 
guide participating in activities relevant to college preparation and success. The analysis 
of data collected from the interviews suggests otherwise.  
Transactional Relationships 
Most of the participants had at least one adult guide, and most of the interactions 
with these guides were informational. The guide would usually provide some type of 
instruction, provide some direction, or help the student complete transactional activities 
required for college matriculation. Some of the contact between the student and the guide 
was as minimal as receiving a checklist outlining the steps necessary to prepare for 
college entry. This was the example Alex shared. She said,  
Well, at my high school, the guidance counselor, like the guidance department, 
they would have us come in for a meeting in our junior year to look forward to the 
senior year and about if we want to go to college, how to get scholarships and 
things like that. 
If students planned to go to college, they received a copy of the college planning 
checklist. Viewed through the lens of the retention theory of involvement, the students 
were unfortunately afforded very little time and minimal effort with the adult guides who 
had assumed the responsibility of helping them prepare for college enrollment. It also 
seemed that this early interaction set a precedent for Alex’s expectations in her later 
exchanges with adult guides. Finally, there was no mention of a follow-up visit with her 
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high school counselors; thus, there was no guidance in completing the items on the 
checklist.  
Conversely, Amy, Shawn, and Mischa had several scheduled opportunities to 
receive information about preparing for college. They did so either through a college 
access program or a college prep course. These opportunities were no more interactive or 
personalized. Shawn’s experience with his adult guide provides an example of these 
students’ experiences. He said, “They prepped me on…it was kinda like a one reminder, 
two reminder, three reminder. Like a bell. They initiated it. They told me, ‘This is what 
you’ll need, the SAT, ACT scores gotta be this.’” Although the length of engagement 
meant students had more opportunities to ask particular questions, the primary difference 
between the experience of these three students and that shared by Alex is that the 
information was shared over a longer period of time. The engagement of all the students 
was still transactional in nature. 
Mentor and Mentee Relationships 
Two of the study participants described more of a mentoring relationship where 
three key elements were present. First, there was mutual trust that the mentor and the 
mentee were participating in a relationship intended to help the student realize ambition. 
Both parties had good intentions and trusted in the intention of the other. Second, a 
significant investment of time and effort was expended by both the mentor and the 
mentee. Finally, the adult guide was well equipped to offer timely guidance and support, 
and the mentee was responsive to this guidance and support. These two students, Amy 
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and Alex, described their respective relationships with their mentors as more than 
meetings to complete a series of transactions.  
In addition to sharing timely and relevant information to help her complete 
transactional requirements to enter and complete college, Alex said her mom was her 
mentor. Alex’s mom had only recently graduated from the same program and was able to 
offer advice and share her experiences. She was also able to give advice about course 
selection and help Alex with her assignments. Very little time had passed between her 
mother’s graduation and Alex’s matriculation, so the information her mom had to share 
was current. They found that most of her experiences were relevant as few changes had 
occurred in the program. As a result, Alex said she relied more on her mom than to seek 
out anyone else for three key reasons. First, Alex knew her mom had experiences that 
would be “applicable” because they had the same professors and some of the same 
assignments. Second, she trusted her mom and enjoyed her ready support when she was 
“stressed out” and “tired.” These two reasons suggest a projection of the concepts 
ambition and self-efficacy shared in earlier themes. Instead of Alex assessing her own 
excellent intention and ability, she considered her mother’s intentions and ability to offer 
sage advice. The third reason was that she felt the advisors for her area of study were not 
helpful. The first advisor she met was not consistently available and the second was not 
very informative. 
The second student talked extensively about seeking the advice of her mentor as 
well. Amy was intensifying her college application and matriculation process during her 
senior year in high school and benefitted from a trusting relationship with a competent 
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and available adult guide, the JCCA. As Amy shared examples of how her JCCA 
mentored her and how the relationship continues to flourish, she was moved to tears. She 
shared,  
I told her, ‘Ms. McGillicutty, you gotta be my mentor.’ And now she’s a friend. 
So, I told her like, I was like, ‘You have to be my mentor. You have to help me in 
life. And just show me . . . Lead me in the way to go because. .. I speak with this 
lady now. We have to meet once a month. We have to go out to lunch once a 
month just to catch up on each other with personal things. ‘What’s going on in 
life?’ And she is a friend now. She definitely is a friend now. 
As previously shared, Amy was very clear that she was so confident in the advice of her 
JCCA, that she altered her original college plans and enrolled in the four year university 
in spite of her concern that it would be an uncomfortable stretch of her academic abilities. 
She had no doubt that her mentor was competent enough to recognize that Amy would 
flourish at the institution. She also trusted the JCCA, believed Ms. McGillicutty was 
invested in her success and that she cared about her personally.  
Amy said this unconditional trusting relationship did not take long to develop 
because it was evident that her JCCA “always had our best interest at heart”, proving 
herself to be open and enthusiastically supportive of the students. She gave other 
examples of how Ms. McGillicutty went beyond her assigned job duties and endeared 
herself to Amy very quickly. She remembered her early appreciation for Ms. 
McGillicutty’s passion for the students at the high school and recalled that at that time 
she thought,  
‘That lady really wants us to make it. That lady really wants us to go to college 
and she really is fighting for us. We’re coming from a low-income, D school but 
she really thinks that we’re gonna make it and really are fighting for us. Why 
wouldn’t I fight for this if you’re fighting for it for me?’ 
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Amy had already characterized herself as being very driven and goal oriented. She was 
still open to even more motivation and pressing beyond the limits of the goals she had 
established because of her relationship with her mentor. 
Other Adult Guides 
It is interesting to note that these two students had other adult guides that they 
mentioned as well. When asked who had mentored her, Amy initially said she viewed her 
mom as her mentor and then seemed to search her memory for others who had filled that 
role. After some hesitation, she mentioned the name of a JC staff member but did so 
incorrectly. She added, “I don’t know if he was a mentor but [he] was really helpful.” She 
also mentioned that she had one professor who taught her for three courses that was 
“really nice and welcoming.” Per Amy, the students moved together as a cohort through 
three classes all taught by the same instructor so the instructor was able to get to know 
the entire class. The comfort she felt with the professor sounded more like the outcome of 
cohort instruction than a relationship between a mentor and a mentee, particularly 
because she said she did not spend time with the professor outside of the classroom 
experience. She did, however, know that “she always had her office open.” When she 
talked about her openness, she said “we” could text her or Facebook message her as 
opposed to “I” could reach her. It seemed that she had broadly defined the mentor role 
and ascribed the title to anyone who seemed “helpful” to her during her academic years. 
Also of note, she only spoke in depth about how her mother mentored her, giving 
examples of academic, professional, and emotional support. 
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A careful analysis of Amy’s interview revealed a comparable experience in that 
she tangentially mentioned another mentor.  She was assigned this mentor through a 
precollege program that she appeared to forget until specifically asked if she had any 
other mentors besides the JCCA. Her initial response was “No. I had…well…actually, 
no, I’m sorry.” She stopped midsentence when she realized she had a mentor before she 
met the JCCA. Then she added,  
I did have a mentor in high school from [another college access program]. And 
she was my mentor, they actually give you mentors. So she was my mentor and 
actually was trying to help me. But I made Ms. McGillicutty my mentor. 
When asked why she sought the JCCA for any assistance in light of already having a 
mentor, her reluctance to answer was evident. She simply stated that she felt close and 
comfortable with her JCCA. 
Family Members 
It is fitting to note a common thread that emerged within this theme. All of the 
study participants said their family members were supportive of their desire to pursue 
postsecondary study. Alex’s recounting of her mother’s mentorship was the most 
expressive and supportive example in the interviews. She also talked about other family 
members as well. Her comments about the extent of their support were more reminiscent 
of the other participants. In short, her other family members were supportive but were 
unable to provide any support beyond words of encouragement. Their inability to provide 
additional support was comparable to the experiences shared by Amy and Shawn. These 
two students were the first in their families to go to college and their family members did 
not have their own experiences to draw from to offer any guidance. They were also faced 
with some significant life stressing issues of their own that took a toll on their ability to 
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participate in the college prep activities of the study participants. This includes the 
learning process to add knowledge to their words of encouragement. Instead, they 
encouraged the students to engage with the adult guides available through the college 
access programs at their high schools and available in their community centers.  
The level of support experienced by Mischa and Aqua was comparable, though 
the specifics were a bit different from the other students. Like Amy and Shawn, Mischa 
and Aqua were facing other critical issues in the home that diverted some attention away 
from their postsecondary pursuits. They were also not the first in their families to attend 
college. They were, however, the first in their families to pursue postsecondary study in 
the United States. Mischa said there were high expectations, yet very little additional 
guidance, from her family because they “didn’t know much about American college.” 
She was very driven to pursue university study and had pushed herself academically to be 
prepared for college rigor, so she felt equipped to make the transition to college on her 
own. Conversely, Aqua did not initially want to attend college and only decided to do so 
when she learned that it was her father’s wishes. Once she changed her mind about her 
postsecondary plans, she had to pursue the responsibilities to do so independently. 
Although her older sister had also gone to college, the situation was very different when 
Aqua was making preparation. She shared, 
I entered college in a different place in life than she [my sister] did. My dad was 
still around when she went to college so my mom could go with her and do all of 
these things. When I started college, my dad died and my mom was still really, 
you know, shaken up about everything. So, I did everything on my own. 
Interestingly, both Amy and Aqua mentioned their independence in relation to their 
families, yet each heavily relied on adult guides later in their college years.  
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High School Guides 
Finally, it seems fitting to note the influence of high school staff members on the 
participants in their postsecondary pursuits as the staff would have had several years to 
prepare the students for the transition from high school to college. As noted above, the 
scholarship application requires the scholarship applicant to submit a counselor or 
advisor recommendation to be considered for the scholars program. Although this person 
could be an adult guide external to the high school setting, the document has a section for 
the recommender to note the students’ academic standing. This would require them to 
have access to information only available within the high school setting. Unfortunately, 
there were only two students who spoke of having a mentor during high school. The 
relationships that Amy and Alex described meant they had an adult guide who would be 
well equipped to answer all of the questions on the scholarship application 
recommendation form. However, these individual mentors were not staff members of the 
high school.  
There were two instances of students who did have assistance from high school 
staff members. As stated earlier, the interactions were transactional in nature as the 
students seemed to be moving through a curriculum instead of dynamically engaging 
someone who was probing and preparing them for the challenges they knew the students 
would encounter. Alex’s checklist is the most extreme example of the transactional 
nature of the guidance these students received from high school staff members. Mischa at 
least had the benefit of guidance over a prescribed period of time. Unfortunately, she 
described that guidance as follows, “Our guidance counselors were guiding us along and 
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made sure we were doing the step-by-step process of the business of going to college.” 
There was nothing dynamic or personalized about her description of their efforts to help 
students be fully prepared for college study. This is particularly odd considering Mischa 
also spoke of her high school experience as one that really prepared her for the academic 
rigors of college level study. There was no balance of support for the areas that posed the 
challenge to her, nor the other students without mentors, in her college years.  
Aqua did not have a precollege program, nor did she seek the advice of her 
guidance staff in her college planning. She did, however, say, “I had teachers that knew 
me by name, that knew my family, that knew what happened or what didn’t happen in my 
life.” She felt they provided her “a soft place to land.” She eventually realized that as 
much as she appreciated having the compassionate support of her high school staff, there 
were a lot of lessons lacking in her exchanges with them and she came to college ill-
prepared for many parts of what was required for her to be successful as a college 
student. She opined,  
Looking at college as more than an academic experience [is what I needed]. As a 
person, you will grow and people talk about it but they don’t address the social 
challenges you are going to face. They say that you will, you know, grow up as a 
person, that you will become a more mature person. But maturity comes with age 
and experience. Why don’t we deal with the age and experience? I think if people 
focus as much on that as they do on academics, I would have been more open to 
understanding what was being said. Because for me, at least, the academic was 
basic. Like, I understand, I need to get good grades. 
She went on to add, “But all the other stuff that comes with college I wasn’t ready for. 
Because I don’t feel like people talk about it.” In short, there were many missed 
opportunities, particularly for the students who had contact with adult guides during their 
high school years. The presence of the guide was not the issue, as there were adults 
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available to all of the participants. The way the time was invested was the greater 
concern--and the most fretful void. 
All of the participants talked extensively about the support they received during 
their college years from available, trustworthy, competent, and encouraging adults 
willing to mentor them and invest significant time and effort to ensure their success. The 
lack of comparable mentors during the high school years, particularly among the high 
school staff, is a stark contradiction. Although all of the students were ambitious and 
driven enough to pursue postsecondary study, there were areas of concern during their 
college years that would seemingly have been evident to an attentive adult during their 
high school years. Alex and Amy maintained close relationships with their mentors 
through both high school and college, so they enjoyed continuity in the support they 
received. The other students were not as fortunate. If the adults serving these students 
subscribed to the conceptual framework crafted for this study, they would approach the 
students as individuals and encourage more interaction. This interaction would not only 
give the adults a chance to get better acquainted with the individual students but would 
hopefully compel the adults to more dynamically assess, instruct, guide, encourage, 
correct, and equip the students. This additional dynamism is not meant to minimize the 
importance of familiarity, as this concept emerged (albeit slowly) in the data as well. 
Anonymity-Familiarity Scale 
The final theme emerged after the initial coding was completed, the initial themes 
were established, and the first three themes were analyzed. This fifth theme became 
increasingly evident during the written analysis of the fourth theme and compelled me to 
144 
 
return to the raw data to consider the extent to which it was present. After another round 
of coding and upon further review, the theme was clearly evident and appeared in every 
interview. This theme is anonymity-familiarity and is best depicted as a scale as seen in 
Figure 3.  
 
 
Figure 3: Anonymity-familiarity scale. 
 
On first review, it seemed that the students’ perspectives on anonymity would be 
fitting within the integration theme, particularly within the campus fit subtheme. As 
stated before, Integration is defined as the opportunity to create a social connection, to 
align intellectual values, and to enjoy membership and meaningful relationships 
(particularly with faculty) (Tinto, 1993; 1997). Although the students did talk about 
having meaningful relationships, there were instances within the data where a meaningful 
relationship was not the determining factor in their likelihood of success. Instead, 
students did express a sense of anxiety (fearing their ability to be successful) in instances 
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where they felt anonymous. This anxiety decreased as they began to feel a sense of 
familiarity, and many of the examples of the supports that contributed to their success 
were attributed to situations described as minimal investments made by faculty and staff. 
This fifth theme is also distinct from the theory of integration in that it was not necessary 
for the relationship to be one with a person directly related to the campus, though most of 
the examples did involve a campus representative. Finally, the concept of anonymity-
familiarity also warrants a theme because unlike integration, which is an opportunity for 
the student to form connections within the institution, it often seemed that students were 
forming connections in spite of the institution.  
Anonymous-Not Invested 
This portion of the scale emerged as students spoke of feeling unknown, 
particularly to people who seemed uninterested in their success. Although all of the 
students mentioned feelings of anonymity, their responses were different. Two of the 
students expressed the challenges of being on the campus and feeling as if they were not 
highly regarded by anyone. The feeling of anonymity was isolating for these students as 
they perceived the members of the campus community to shirk any obligation to invest in 
their success. These two students enjoyed familiarity in high school and had mentors or 
teachers who knew them well and cared about their well-being. The precedent that had 
been set during their high school years was upset when they entered the college setting. 
One of the students, Aqua, said she was completely unprepared for the transition of going 
from high school where her teachers knew her “by name” and knew her family to 
attending a supposedly small university where she was “another number.” She said she 
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was really bothered by the idea that she did not have a “soft place to land” and that she 
was just “a part of this big wave of kids.” It was a feeling that she did not overcome until 
her later years after she had a refuge with JC program staff members and was closer to 
graduation. She said at that point, “I was no longer taking in my surroundings. I just 
needed to get out so it didn’t bother me as much.” She was incredulous as she shared that 
she could not understand why college preparation often unnecessarily overemphasizes the 
academic rigor without providing any instruction on how to overcome the challenge of 
being in a new setting without the supports and intimacy prevalent in the high school 
setting. Later in her interview, she expressed appreciation that the JC program staff 
members made college feel like a “tiny high school environment.” 
Even more dismal than Aqua, Amy’s perception was that the members of the 
college community did not care. She had a very meaningful relationship with her mentor 
during her high school years and was fortunate to continue that relationship throughout 
her college years and beyond graduation as well. She experienced marked differences 
with college staff in helping positions and described them as “just doing what they had to 
do”, as opposed to showing an interest in students. She did appreciate that the JC 
program staff members were very caring and resolute in their dedication to help students 
graduate. She did not see them as representatives of the larger campus, but instead 
seemed to relegate that to faculty members who were “just there to do their job.” She 
said,  
It was weird because the people that was in the program, they really cared. Like 
you don’t get a lot of people who care about different stuff for you here at 
college…nobody cares about the extra stuff that’s needed to get you through it or 
your personal issues or ‘Are you ok?’ 
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For Aqua and Alex, it seemed that the expectations they held from their high school years 
contributed to their disappointment and the challenges they faced in overcoming 
anonymity during the college years because they each talked about the difference 
between high school and college in this context.  
Although Mischa and Alex also talked about the lack of investment professors 
(particularly) seemed to make in students, they described the experience as more of a 
setback than a significant challenge. The experiences seemed just as difficult as those 
experienced by Amy and Aqua. The most obvious difference was in the precedent set 
during the high school years. Mischa and Alex had been served as a part of a group of 
students interested in college-level study. They neither had mentors, nor did they speak of 
any instances where they had been given personalized attention to dynamically address 
their concerns. For these two students, an impersonalized and transactional approach to 
serving students in an academic environment would not have been strange. Mischa’s 
description of the dynamic, particularly with faculty, was done with no particular emotion 
but very plainly when she said, “There were just, like, there was no personal connection 
with other faculty members.” She did recognize the importance of having a connection 
with one of her faculty members and was very appreciative that one instructor seemed to 
have an interest in students beyond delivering academic material.  
Unfortunately, Alex had  an experience feeling anonymous that was more of a 
hindrance than just a lack of investment as it negatively impacted her grade in the class 
and seemingly had an impact on how she viewed other faculty members. As shared 
before, she struggled to pass a class in spite of her many efforts to do so. She visited the 
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professor’s office hours to get advice on how best to master the material and prepare for 
the tests. He responded by telling her he could not help her and referred her to the 
tutoring center. She completed the class with the lowest grade she had ever received, 
including a low participation rating. As she shared what happened when she returned to 
protest the participation portion of her grade, she seemed to relive the experience. Her 
otherwise monotone voice rose to a high pitch when she recounted the experience saying, 
“He said I didn’t come to class. I said, ‘I sat in the same seat every single day!’” 
Although she said the experience did not taint her expectations of other faculty members, 
she did eventually share that she never visited another professor’s office hours. She also 
said she chose not to negatively evaluate the professor at the end of the course for fear he 
would tell other faculty members and they would retaliate on behalf of their colleague.  
Fear emerged as a concept coupled with anonymity in that the students were 
either afraid to be honest about their negative experience, afraid of failing, or afraid of 
existing alone. Their thoughts about the extent to which anyone would care about their 
challenges were just as varied as the source of their fear. Alex had another experience 
where she fell ill just before the beginning of the academic term and could not move into 
the dormitory as she had initially anticipated. Though she contacted housing and was 
released from her contract, she was still charged a significant fee. Although there is an 
appeals process in place to address extenuating circumstances, she resigned to pay the fee 
because she was convinced no one would care. Her view seemed to be the residual effect 
of the experiences that preceded yet another negative experience that she felt helpless to 
curtail. Shawn was comparable in his unwillingness to seek out help, but different in that 
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he had not had any negative experiences before he found himself overcome with feelings 
of doubt. He said he “was afraid and felt alone” but was not willing to admit his primary 
fear of failing. Instead, he lashed out in anger and was tempted to quit. It was his 
professors who reached out to him with compassion and patience, recognizing he was 
performing below what they believed to be his ability. They provided the “safe place to 
land” that Aqua initially believed to be absent on college campuses. Later in her college 
years, Aqua did meet a few (she emphasized just how few) professors who were willing 
to know her name and took interest in her as more than a student. Interestingly, she did 
not think faculty members knew students needed a connection. She resolved that it was 
the student’s responsibility to let their professors know that it is meaningful to students 
that someone on campus knows their name.  
Familiar-Minimally Invested 
This position on the scale corresponds with experiences of students who felt they 
were somewhat known to campus representatives. This “knowing” was as fleeting as the 
student’s being enrolled in a class or as pronounced as the student’s seeking assistance 
from a campus representative. Included in this concept is the student perception that 
members of the campus community either took little interest, or expended minimal effort 
in their success, thus were minimally invested. There were a few instances in the data that 
would align with this area of the scale. Interestingly, whereas this juncture of the scale 
emerged as a challenge for some students, it was seen as a support to others. 
Although the most notable instance for Alex was in the example above when she 
asked for help from the professor of a course that posed a great challenge for her, these 
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experiences were not solely with faculty members. Alex and Amy both perceived others 
in a helping role as not being helpful and abiding by policies with no regard for them as 
individuals. Alex’s experience being charged a late fee for a dorm room she could not 
occupy due to illness was an example of this experience. They both expressed a sense of 
astonishment that they were not helped by someone they perceived to be in a position to 
help. They were both particularly expressive when they sought help from a campus 
representative who seemed to lack the desire to be helpful (as opposed to not having the 
ability to help). The data suggest that the participants did not expect to be given blanket 
exceptions to policies in the absence of extenuating circumstances. They also did not 
expect (nor did they want) to have any standards relaxed. The sense of awe they 
expressed at the feeling of being rebuffed was because they felt they were asking for 
reasonable assistance from people who chose not to help and were unapologetic in their 
disregard.  
Conversely, several students were awed by simple acts of courtesy and kindness. 
For example, the concept of “someone knows my name” appeared a few times in the 
data. Aqua initially felt that she was one of many nameless faces on campus and shared 
that she was anxious struggling to overcome the challenge of her new social setting and 
the anonymity it posed. She seemed cheerful as she remembered being on campus and 
hearing someone call her name. Her voice rose as she said,  
They [faculty and staff] don’t know that it means something to you for them to be 
able to say, ‘Hey, Aqua!’ Oh my gosh! I’m hearing a thousand different people 
and I have very good hearing so it was very overwhelming to be here because I 
heard everyone’s conversations. But sometimes out of all that racket, I heard 
someone go, ‘Hey, Aqua!’ And it made me feel like I was a part of something. I 
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didn’t know what. But something at [this university]. I was a part of it. I wasn’t 
just here. Somebody knew I was here and that meant a lot to me. 
As shared earlier, Alex experienced feelings of anonymity with three professors. 
The first was seemingly was not invested in her success. Her description of the second 
seemed minimally invested and the third seemed at least professionally invested. Her 
experience with the first professor had a detrimental effect on her grade as he did not 
remember her attending his class and was dismissive to her in her attempts to seek his 
help to better master the material. Conversely, she retook the course with the second 
professor and passed it without incident. She attributed the improvement to a few things, 
including the fact that she “got a higher participation score, ‘cause she actually 
remembered me.” She had not requested any favors from this second professor and had 
no other accolades besides just that the professor remembered her. She took the course in 
the summer with only one other class and was able to devote more time to the material. 
Her takeaway, though, was that the instructor remembering her was the determining 
factor. She spoke of the third instructor with admiration. This faculty member taught in 
an auditorium yet took concerted efforts to remember the names of all of her students. 
Her eyes stretched wide as she said, “I did my thing and I participated in the 200 
[students] classes, I kinda felt anonymous but she really didn’t make it feel like that at 
all.” The students expressed such appreciation when they were recognized even if they 
did not have an intimate relationship with the faculty or staff member. The courtesy of 
being recognized even in the absence of a relationship mattered and helped mitigate the 
challenge of anonymity. 
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Although this and other points on the scale seemed prevalent, the data supported a 
fluid continuum wherein the four points on the scale were not necessarily distinct. There 
were instances where the students would speak of relationships that seemed to tell of an 
overlap along either the continuum of their self-perception or how they perceived others. 
For instance, Amy shared that she had respect for one of her professors in spite of the 
feeling that “she didn’t care who you were”; the instructor’s focus was on challenging all 
of her students academically so they had a grasp of the material. This could be viewed as 
a professional (or minimal) investment in an anonymous (or minimally familiar) group of 
students. She said she preferred this professor’s approach in favor of other faculty 
members who seemed more apt to favor the students who were “the best or the smartest” 
in the class, thereby occupying the “familiar/professionally invested” points of the scale. 
Her experience is interestingly in juxtaposition to Shawn’s experience that although he 
struggled, his professors took the initiative to invest in him until he was confident that he 
was at the top of his class. 
Familiar-Professionally Invested 
The other reason the scale is depicted as a continuum is because a few of the 
instances of the familiar-professionally invested portion of the scale grew from what was 
initially a relationship occupying the familiar-minimally invested portion of the scale. 
This familiar-professionally invested position emerged as instances when campus 
representatives took additional effort to engage and encourage students. Their efforts to 
see students succeed were dynamic in some way because the students felt they were 
known and regarded as individuals. There was no significant personal relationship 
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between the student and the campus representative, and in a few instances the study 
participant did not know the name of the person who seemed to be professionally 
invested.  
Alex’s experience shared above is a great example. Alex was impressed and 
appreciative when the instructor remembered her name in such a large class though she 
had no expectation that she would have a close relationship with the faculty member 
because of the sheer size of the class. Her eyes stretched wide when she remembered her 
surprise at the professor calling her by name in class. This was categorized earlier as 
familiar minimally invested. Her surprise evolved into shock when the same professor 
remembered her name outside of the classroom setting seemingly, graduating to familiar 
professionally invested. She shared,  
She really does know her students. I went to one of her . . . actually, that was one 
of the times I went and she was giving a lecture. I don’t know what you call it. It 
was in the [residence hall] and it was about something. And she remembered me, 
and I’m pretty quiet. 
Though she fumbled as she tried to recall where she was, the type of event, and 
the topic, she was very clear when she spoke of how startled she was hearing her name. 
She was shocked emphasizing the words when she said “she remembered me” as if to do 
so was unconceivable. To Alex, the faculty member had taken the additional effort to 
recognize her students’ faces and names before class began and to remember things about 
each student, thereby encouraging participation during the course. Amy also had the same 
instructor and was equally impressed by the professor’s attempts to engage students, 
starting with remembering the names of her students. She was so appreciative of the 
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professor and engaged with the subject matter that she added the field of study as her 
minor.  
Other examples of how professional investment significantly impacted students 
emerged in the data. Whereas Amy added a minor to her major as a result of her 
interaction with her faculty member, Alex is currently in a career as a result of her 
interaction with another instructor. Although she was not “looking forward” to the part of 
her career that would involve the material she learned in the class, she flourished in the 
class and now has it as her primary responsibility. After having the instructor for three 
levels of the course, she called it “a unique situation because we learned but she was able 
to address it more to our style and our life because she knew us for so long.” This is one 
of many instructors she said she never visited outside of the classroom setting and the one 
who attended to the students as individuals but in a group. The interaction was not 
personal but still had a profound impact. 
Mischa had a comparable experience that impacted her post-graduate plans, 
including advanced study and her career choice. She remembered starting school and 
being painfully shy, yet determined to accept the challenge to pursue a field that involved 
a lot of community interaction. It was not an obvious fit nor was it comfortable for her. In 
addition to program staff members who would remember her interests and invite her to 
career-relevant community events, she also spoke of the instructor who would use her 
own professional network to help students interested in securing internships. Mischa 
credits these professional acts of investment as supports to help her with the challenge 
she faced. She also said the opportunities were significant in her application to graduate 
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school and other employment opportunities. Again, though the engagement with these 
individuals was impactful, she has no contact with three of the people she mentioned who 
provided support to help her overcome her challenges during her college years.  
Family-Personally Invested 
As stated earlier, the data suggest that some of the instances of familiar-
professionally invested experiences originated as familiar-minimally invested exchanges. 
The data more intensely suggests that all of the instances of family-personally invested 
had origins in the familiar-professionally invested portion of the scale.  Amy’s experience 
with her JCCA is an example of this phenomenon in the data. Her early recollections of 
Mrs. McGillicutty were not as a result of many personal interactions. Amy shared that 
she was a member of a group of students seeking information about preparing for college. 
She recalls, “We really just wanted to see her because she was so uplifting” and that she 
was someone Amy knew would avail herself for “the students.” The relationship that 
grew out of the familiar-professionally invested category and the atmosphere Mrs. 
McGillicutty created was safe enough that Amy was willing to be vulnerable when she 
admitted her fear of failure. When her JCCA reassured her with confidence, compassion, 
and support, Amy said she resolved that she would “hold onto this lady” and continued to 
build a relationship that has evolved into a friendship. Her eyes welled with tears when 
she said,  
I swear, I look back on it and I’m like, we met each other at [my high school] 
through the Jacksonville Commitment. That’s how I met this lady who’s gonna be 
in my life, probably gonna see me get married and see me have kids. It’s 
definitely something that you cherish. Like, she’s helped me in so many ways that 
I’m really about to come to tears. 
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Aqua was also moved as she remembered the many ways her adult guides 
supported, encouraged, and showed her that she was important. She met one of her most 
influential guides during her first semester. He was the financial aid coordinator and was 
determined to meet with each student several times each term to monitor their progress 
and ensure they had what they needed to be successful. When he met with Aqua, she said 
she was surprised that he was “concerned” about areas of her college experience that did 
not deal directly with financial aid and initially thought to herself, “Why does this matter 
to you?” She went on to say, “I remember at some point thinking, ‘He doesn’t do it 
because he has to, he does it because he cares.’ And that mattered to me.” After a 
promising first term, she had a difficult semester and decided not to enroll. The same 
staff member called her repeatedly during the few terms she was not enrolled to 
encourage her to return to school and pledged his support to her efforts to complete her 
degree. Eventually (and somewhat reluctantly) she returned because “someone cared 
about me.” Their relationship grew, and she began to connect with other staff members as 
a result. Toward the end of her interview, she said, “The program itself was nice, but the 
intricate relationships I built with some of those people [JC staff members] were what got 
me through.” The relationships Amy and Aqua enjoyed with their adult guides began in a 
professional setting as a group of students (“a million and 84” according to Aqua). Those 
relationships were confirmed when the students were supported during a vulnerable time, 
eventually growing into a personal relationship and continuing after the students 
graduated from college.   
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This concept of vulnerability was another distinguishing element in the family-
personally invested category. All of the study participants had an adult guide they trusted 
enough that they were willing to be vulnerable in the company of that person. It seems 
that most students’ perception of a personal relationship grew out of the adult guide’s 
compassionate response to the student’s vulnerability and individual needs. Alex’s 
situation was unique in that her adult guide was her mother. It was comparable as she 
talked about being open with her mom when she was frustrated, afraid, or discouraged by 
the challenges of being a college student. Like Alex, Shawn was hindered by feelings of 
frustration, fear, and discouragement. And like Amy and Aqua, he was moved to tears as 
he talked about the professors who “loved” him. He initially did not want to be 
vulnerable. He doubted his ability to contend with his peers and did not want to admit his 
fear that he would not be able to master the material. He knew he was being hindered by 
fear and pride but lashed out in frustration and anger to avoid being vulnerable. His 
professors were not diminished in their intent to help him succeed. As he spoke, he 
stopped to compose himself when he said, “They loved me through my, through my, um 
fears. They loved me through it. They just, I don’t know, maybe they saw something in 
me. They just loved me through it. They really did. They were really patient.” He went on 
to add that he is still appreciative that they would invest in him the way they did. He said 
their help was incomparable to any he had ever received from anyone before.  
Shawn likened the love and attention he received from his faculty members and 
program staff members to a “mom and pop store” that offers individual care and 
cultivates personal relationships. His analogy was profound because patrons of a store do 
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not likely anticipate that their shopping will yield life-changing connections and lifelong 
relationships. The same was true of some of the students who entered the university and 
seemingly all of the students as they joined the scholarship program. This is particularly 
true, considering the program marketing pieces did not emphasize the mentoring 
opportunities, in spite of the fact that all of the participants mentioned those relationships 
as critical to their success.  He felt it was particularly important for the scholars of the 
program to have a “family style environment” because they were all from families 
earning a low income and may have lacked in other resources and supports as well. Like 
Aqua, Shawn was adamant that the relationships he forged with his adult guides were not 
only life-changing, but served as a powerful motivator as well. He said he had talked to 
many other scholars who felt the same way and would discuss how surprised and 
appreciative they were that JC staff members would go “above and beyond” for the 
students in the program. As in the familiar-professionally invested category, all of the 
participants described these meaningful relationships as dynamic and engaging. 
Indicative of the family-personally invested position on the scale, these connections were 
intimate, time-tested relationships built on trust.  
These time-tested relationships were so important to the students that they were 
not at ease with changing staff members. Three of them mentioned that the change in 
staff members was the one thing they did not like about the program. Shawn was firm 
when he said,  
I did not like that every year or every couple years it seemed like the staff was 
changing. I didn’t like that. ‘Cause I don’t know her. Now, she’s just smiling 
because they told her to smile. Compared to her smile is genuine ‘cause I told her 
my secrets. 
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These students spoke of building the relationships that could not easily be replaced 
because another person occupied the same job description. They, like in Amy’s 
experience, preferred to cleave to the adult guides that were still at the institution, even if 
the area of concern they would pose to the guide was more appropriately referred to 
someone else.  
Within the Conceptual Framework  
The reciprocity between the student contributions and the contributions of adult 
guides is a key element of the anonymity-familiarity scale as depicted in Figure 4. If there 
is no contribution or no reciprocity, the portion of the scale exemplified is the 
anonymous-not invested position. There were several instances of this in the data. 
Mischa’s declaration that she had no “personal connection” to her faculty members and 
that she could only remember the name of one of her instructors speaks to a lack of 
contributions. For this particular example, the lack of contributions could have been 
either because of the instructor or the student. Alex’s experience asking her professor for 
help to no avail would be an example of a lack of reciprocity. In addition to the personal 
and academic challenges that the students had prior to and/or beyond enrollment in the 
institution, these experiences posed challenges as well, thereby requiring yet another 
adult guide to mitigate the impact of anonymity.  
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Figure 4: Contribution reciprocity. 
  
To the extent that there are contributions and reciprocity, the students experienced 
familiarity that lead to intimacy and increasingly mitigated anonymity. It also seemed to 
increase the likelihood of their success. Again, all of the students had several examples of 
experiences where anonymity was mitigated by varying levels of investment by at least 
one adult guide.  For some students, it seemed their experiences at the familiar-minimally 
invested portion of the scale were the turning points for them to experience small 
successes toward their overall goal to graduate. It did not appear from the data that it was 
necessary for those connections to evolve into a relationship categorized by the family-
personally invested portion of the scale. Aqua and Mischa both had experiences with 
adult guides that were meaningful and timely but not personal nor long lasting. Although 
the relationships categorized by the two familiar areas of the scale were short lived, all of 
the students shared the positive impact of those connections.  
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The anonymous not invested area of the continuum is marked by a static approach 
to transacting with students, whereas the more familiar and invested quarters of the scale 
are marked by dynamic approaches to engage students in trusting relationships as 
individuals with compassion and vigor. In most instances, these four areas of the scale 
were not continuous, but there was one exception in the data. After returning to school, 
struggling to reclaim the confidence she had immediately after high school and anxious 
about the feeling of anonymity, Aqua perceived the campus representatives to be 
detached and not invested. Although she maintained that in hindsight her experience was 
that the majority of faculty and staff did not care, she said she was pleasantly surprised by 
those who did care. She said,  
I did not expect my professors to care the way they did. I never expected to have 
teachers at the college level care to know my name and what’s going on in my 
life. At least the ones that…the ones that I cared about, cared about me. And even 
some of the ones I didn’t really care about, they still noticed me as a student and 
engaged me as a person. So that was pleasantly surprising. I did not expect that. 
There were really wonderful, you know, staff and faculty that made me feel 
special. But that was the minority. And I think at the beginning of college, I 
focused on the majority. And by the end of college, I focused on the minority. 
In essence, her perception dictated her experience for a period until her experience 
eventually influenced her perception.  
Race and Inequality 
It is interesting to note that the concepts of race and inequality, though mentioned, 
were not prevalent in the data. Although it did not emerge as a theme, I mention it here 
because race/ethnicity is one of the most frequently used variables in studies of student 
success (Barbatis, 2010; Hoffert, 2004; Noble et al., 2007; Miller et al., 2010; Noble et 
al., 2007; and Stoutland & Coles, 2009). It would also seem like an obvious possibility 
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that issues of inequality would surface because all of the students were from families with 
limited financial resources and four of the five participants were students of color, as 
noted in Table 2. 
 
Table 2 
Study Participants Descriptive Statistics 
Gender Asian Black Hispanic White 
Female Mischa Amy Aqua Alex 
Male 
 
Shawn 
  
 
In spite of this, I intentionally did not include prompts about these concepts because I 
wanted the primary challenges and supports to be established by the study participants 
instead of influenced by the questions. In short, I wanted the students to tell their stories 
with minimal prompts.  
After all of the interviews were coded, and the themes identified, the concept of 
race and inequality did not emerge. The absence of it in the themes compelled me to 
return to the data for a more thorough review of the data. This closer review was a 
negative case analysis that yielded two participants sharing instances of the concept in 
their experiences as students. Both students were African American (Shawn and Amy), 
yet their perceptions were not the same. Both students shared personal stories of coming 
from a one-parent home, being the first in the family to pursue postsecondary study, and 
minimal exposure. One of the two students felt the campus community (including both 
other students and faculty and staff) was unwelcoming to African American students. The 
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other student felt a difficult transition (made more challenging because of personal 
history) was mitigated by a very different, yet very welcoming, campus.  
Although the first student had specific examples of experiences that were 
perceived as antagonistic, the most pervasive experience was the overall campus 
countenance. This student, Amy, felt the only time African American students were 
acknowledged was when they performed best in class. She goes on to say that even then, 
the success of white students was expected by the faculty and other students, whereas the 
success of black students was a surprise. Amy found the underestimation insulting but 
motivating. It seemed that her experience mirrored that of the participants in the Nora and 
Cabrera (2006) study in that those students perceived prejudice and discrimination but 
did not allow those feelings to negatively impact their persistence. The authors supposed 
this ability to persist is as a result of prior experience with discrimination and a learned 
callousness to its negative impact. 
The second student, Shawn, attributed any difficulties to his personal story that 
made the campus seem so “foreign.” Everything and everyone that felt unfamiliar was 
because they were not known as opposed to that they were not welcoming. Although it 
took some time, he eventually felt comfortable allowing members of the “foreign” 
campus community help with the challenges of being a successful student. Whereas Amy 
was successful in spite of the campus community, Shawn found success only with the 
assistance of that same community.  
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Summary 
My initial thought of these students was that their success was a phenomenon of 
some sort. What became clear is that the phenomena were not the success of 
academically depressed, underrepresented, and unprepared students, but that non-
academic interventions (as mitigating factors) allowed these students to showcase their 
abilities to excel academically. These data show that there were no significant academic 
deficits to overcome. These students had the wherewithal to succeed academically and 
even in the event that they encountered new material, they were responsive to staff 
members’ advice to seek help or willing to start afresh with new course options. If these 
students had not received the scholarship, they asserted that they either would not have 
come to college or would have had to struggle through as part-time students. This 
“underrepresentation” would have been spurred by personal financial obligations and no 
indicator that they were ill-prepared for the academic rigors of college. In other words, 
what has emerged in this study is that college is not too rigorous for students from 
families earning a low income to be successful; it’s too expensive and is often too 
impersonal for them to be successful. If post-secondary study was affordable and there 
were passionate, informative, approachable, and available staff members to support them 
through their college years, our institutions would more closely mirror our communities.   
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
The purpose of this study was to better understand the experiences of Jacksonville 
Commitment Scholar graduates, including perceived challenges they faced and supports 
they received, that influenced their success. Five students who were participants in the 
program and subsequently graduated were interviewed to probe for their experiences. 
Coding and analysis of the data yielded five themes among the student perspectives. This 
chapter begins with a brief summary of the five themes that emerged in this study and 
detailed in the previous chapter. Following a brief overview of the themes is a section 
detailing responses to each of the three research questions. The chapter continues with 
Implications for Theory, Practice, Education and Training, Education Policy and Further 
Research. The chapter conclusion is then followed by my final thoughts and reflections. 
The literature is replete with theoretical foundations regarding how institutions 
support, engage, and retain undergraduate students. There exists an even larger body of 
research for practitioners interested in applying these theories to practice on their college 
campuses and within their respective academic disciplines. Many of these studies lament 
the continued challenges academicians and students face in their efforts to find a campus 
fit, fully engage in the campus community, and persist to degree completion. A large 
number of these studies focus on the impact of interventions on large groups of students 
and have been informed by existing theories or previous research espousing the factors 
that significantly impact students’ overall success in college. Still, studies that attend to 
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the voices of successful, individual students and encourage practice to be informed by 
those students, are rarer.  
The five participants in this study all attended the same four-year university 
beginning freshman year, earned a baccalaureate degree within five years, and were 
members of a need-based scholarship program. As such, their experiences are critical to 
continued programming at the same institution, and their voices may compel others to 
conduct comparable research on place-based and need-based scholarship programs as 
well. To this end, the collective stories of these students indicate several broad 
commonalities. All of these students had at least one adult who significantly impacted 
their decision to remain in college, they all had the finances  they needed to be active  
participants in some part of the college community, and they all found a place in the 
community where they felt a sense of belonging. Finally, they were all driven to 
persevere through the challenges that made the aforementioned resources more valuable. 
The purpose of this study was to better understand their experiences, including the 
challenges and the supports, of their college years. This chapter is dedicated to answering 
each of the research questions motivated by this purpose. Further, it is my hope that this 
study will inform other practitioners in the field and guide future research designed to 
improve the college experiences of all undergraduate students. 
Summary of Major Research Findings 
There were pointed questions included in the protocol asking the students about 
their experiences as participants in The Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program. As 
such, it is fitting that several comments about the program would emerge in the data. The 
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components of the program that students experienced as most helpful were most 
interesting particularly considering the program documents did not echo the students’ 
sentiments. These two components were the scholarship and the program staff. Also of 
note was that the students all agreed that they neither would have been as profound were 
it not for the other. They agreed that the healthy balance of the scholarship and the staff 
was what compelled their success. 
The second theme to emerge from the study was the concept of integration, which 
also served as a part of the theoretical foundation for the study. The theory of integration 
emphasizes social connection, aligned intellectual values, an opportunity to enjoy 
membership, and meaningful relationships (particularly with faculty) (Tinto, 1993; 1997). 
The particular concepts under the theory of integration to emerge as themes were faculty 
and campus fit. The faculty concept was prevalent because of how often faculty 
interaction was mentioned, but also because of the extremes evident in the students’ 
experiences. Whereas one student enjoyed a mentor and meaningful relationship with 
faculty members, others viewed the faculty as indifferent, and yet others described 
interactions that were combative and purposefully unsupportive. The lack of support 
students felt in their relationships with their faculty members exacerbated their feelings of 
anxiety during their early experiences as students. They were all faced with some sense 
of discomfort as they attempted to find a “soft place to land” as described by one scholar. 
Eventually, they all found a smaller group of students and mentors (including among 
faculty) who helped the students create a community wherein they felt a sense of 
belonging. 
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  The third theme, ambition, is a precursor of self-efficacy and is defined as the 
desire to achieve something for the purpose of this study. This includes the desires and 
aspirations to reach lofty goals. The five study participants each expressed great 
ambition, even when they were lacking confidence. They all also had challenges to 
overcome that were situated external to the institution (for example, family illness, 
parental unemployment, etc.) and faced additional challenges as students after 
enrollment. These compounded challenges made the varying supports they received even 
more valuable. The students credit these varying supports with helping them during 
periods when there was a discrepancy between their ambition (what they desired to 
achieve) and their confidence (what they were able to achieve). 
The concept of an adult guide emerged as the fourth theme. This was distinct 
from the previous mentions of the JC staff members and the faculty members because 
these guides were not directly tied to the campus community. Although there were two 
guides who acted as mentors for study participants, other mention of the adult guide was 
due to simply transactional interactions. Though the prevalence of the concept warrants 
its being included as a theme, it is an interesting note that students credit the prevalence 
of an informative adult willing to invest in the students’ success as critical to their ability 
to persist to graduation. There were several opportunities for that informative adult to be 
someone who is not directly related to the institution. 
The anonymity-familiarity scale is embedded in many of the first four themes in 
that it depicts a graduation from the students perceiving themselves to be anonymous on 
campus and others to not be invested in the students’ success. The most graduated 
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quartile of the scale is when the students perceive themselves to be regarded as family 
and others to have invested personally in the students. The portion of the scale with no 
investment is the only area the students do not credit as being a situation where they felt 
compelled toward success. To the contrary, this portion of the scale was mentioned as a 
challenge to be overcome. The second quartile of the scale, marked by feelings of being 
familiar and others being minimally invested, is also marked by the students’ 
appreciating that investment and crediting it as a support in their efforts to persist. In 
short, though students most often regarded the meaningful relationships as supportive, 
there were instances within the data where a meaningful relationship was not the 
determining factor in their likelihood of success. The students expressed a sense of 
anxiety (fearing their ability to be successful) in instances where they felt anonymous. 
This anxiety decreased as they began to feel a sense of familiarity and many of the 
examples of the supports that contributed to their success were attributed to situations 
described as minimal investments made by faculty and staff. 
Research Question 1: How do Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program graduates 
describe their experiences as students and program participants? 
  All study participants spoke well of their college years and were particularly 
appreciative of the opportunities afforded to them because of the scholars program. In 
spite of the challenges they faced, they recalled their time as a period of significant 
growth. All of the students talked about finding a source of information, encouragement, 
and support among the JC staff members and attribute a significant amount of their 
success to this constant. The only thing they did not like was the inconsistency in staff 
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members. There were several staff changes starting with the first year of the program. 
They found it difficult to transition to relying on the new staff members. This was also 
true of how they thought of other services on the campus. To the greatest extent possible, 
they chose not to utilize other services, particularly other advising offices. The existing 
relationships were more important than engaging the most direct source of information. 
  Although the JC program has a high school component placing a college advisor 
in a few choice schools to help students with the many facets of preparing for college 
matriculation during the high school years, only one of the five participants was in a 
school to experience the guidance and instruction provided by a JC college advisor. The 
experience shared by this student was that she had significant interactions with her JCCA 
during her high school years, college years, and to date, well after graduation. All of the 
students had a mentor, an adult guide who made professional and personal investments in 
the students to ensure their success. Amy’s mentor was her JCCA. She adamantly 
credited her JCCA for a lot of her success. One of her early memories of her mentor’s 
impact was that the JCCA encouraged her to pursue postsecondary study at a four year 
university beyond her fear that it would be too much of an academic challenge.  
  Amy was one of two students who enjoyed the camaraderie of other scholars. 
Two others were not as favorable as the relationships with scholars as they were 
appreciative of the benefits they received by being one of the members of the group of 
scholars. The final student was adamant that she did not like being “forced to socialize” 
with students she did not choose to befriend. As such, the concept of a peer group among 
scholars was not as widely expressed as the appreciation students had for the 
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relationships they formed with JC staff members. These students found their sense of 
belonging in the midst of the JC community but as a result of the relationships they 
forged with the staff members more so than with the other students.  
As stated before, for the purpose of this study, integration is a theory of retention 
that emphasizes social connection, aligned intellectual values, an opportunity to enjoy 
membership, and meaningful relationships (particularly with faculty) (Tinto, 1993; 1997). 
This was prevalent among the findings of this study as students’ views of the JC program 
and their favorable memories of their college years were centered on the relationships 
they had with others. Although some of the students recalled that their most meaningful 
relationships were with people who were not members of the campus community, they all 
shared that the guidance they received compelled their success. They still had the benefit 
of a place on campus where they felt a sense of belonging, they had a sense of 
membership, and they had social connections with people often with whom they had 
aligned values. Unlike Tinto’s theory, the most popular and most meaningful 
relationships were often not with faculty members. Nonetheless, the students’ 
recollection of these meaningful relationships with non-faculty members was still that 
they had a positive impact on their willingness and ability to persist. The findings also 
suggest that these social connections, group memberships, and meaningful relationships 
did mean that the student had a connection to a person but did not necessarily result in the 
student’s feeling a connection to the institution. 
Another finding of the study was their emphasis on the financial support they 
received because of the scholarship. Students expressed an equal appreciation for the 
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relationships with program staff members as they did for the scholarship dollars they 
received as a participant in the program. Although there are many studies of the impact of 
financial aid on student success, the concept of financial aid is not prevalent in the 
theories of student retention (Bui, 2002; Nora et al., 2006). Interestingly, participants in 
this study acknowledged the stress and hardship that results from limited financial 
support as they shared stories of their peers who did not have enough financial aid and 
those who were expected to complete internships without pay. Although the internship 
experience could well be described as a meaningful educational activity, for some 
students, it proved challenging. These scholars were very appreciative that not only were 
they able to complete requisite academic activities that required their time and attention 
outside of the classroom, but that they were also able to pursue opportunities as well. Had 
they been required to work more than some of them were already scheduled to work, they 
would not have been able to participate in the meaningful activities to be integrated into 
the institution.  
Research Question 2: What assets and experiences do students view as contributing to 
their academic success? 
  As stated in the aforementioned themes, a prevalent view among the participants 
was that there was someone who invested in them either professionally or personally and 
that the investment significantly contributed to their success. Although it would seem the 
most intimate and intense investments would be necessary to help students be successful, 
the findings of the current study support mere acknowledgement of students and a 
professional investment are sufficient for students to consider the investment to have 
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contributed to their success. Still, the students who spoke of faculty members who 
remembered the names of students did not have intimate relationships with those faculty 
members, yet they saw their interactions as meaningful. The effort of recalling the names 
of students did not escape the students and they appreciated that a faculty member would 
“care” enough to expend that effort. As they shared the feeling of having a campus fit and 
a sense of belonging, it was often associated with the student being acknowledged by 
someone on campus. In instances where someone had been particularly helpful, it was 
not required that the student also know the name of professional making the investment. 
The most important thing to the students was they did not feel anonymous and lost on the 
college campus, not that they had personal relationships with everyone they met.  
The college success course was an example of an opportunity students had to 
interact with a campus representative and enjoy the benefits of the minimal and/or 
professional investment course enrollment provided. The students appreciated that the 
instructors were helpful, enthusiastic, and gave the students the impression that student 
success was a professional goal. None of the students remembered the names of their 
college success instructors, and none of them sought to make the relationship with the 
instructor more personal. As much as they appreciated the instructors of the course, they 
also appreciated the things they learned in the class. This was also true of the honors 
symposium. The students spoke favorably of both of these resources because they learned 
how to navigate the college campus, budget their money, establish a personal and 
professional network, craft a resume, give compelling presentations, and the like. These 
skillsets were not a significant part of the instruction students received when in courses 
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for their field of study, though they were necessary for the student to overcome the 
anxiety they felt knowing they needed help in those areas.  
The instruction students received was, to some degree, echoed by their mentors. 
All of the students had mentors who were very personally invested in the student success 
and who were able to supplement the skillsets taught in the college success course and 
the honors symposium. In the event the mentor was unable to provide direction for any 
particular need, they would either contact the appropriate source for information or refer 
students. Although the students expressed a sense of reluctance, they would faithfully 
trust the guidance of their mentor. Often these mentors were able to responsively attend 
to the individual needs of the students. One student talked about her mentor encouraging 
her physical and spiritual health. They talked about everything. Three of those 
relationships were facilitated by the university in that the mentor was a faculty or staff 
member.  Another mentor was an official employee of the university but had duties that 
placed her in local high schools and had no duties that required her to work on the college 
campus. Finally, the last mentor was the student’s mother.  
Although the other scholars did not share the experience of having a mentor who 
was also a family member, all of the students did say that their family members were 
very supportive. Additionally, only one student spoke of having people who were not 
supportive of her academic goals and actually discouraged her from pursuing 
postsecondary study. Though a challenge, the student chose to sever ties with the people 
who had discouraged her from pursuing her goals and purposefully sought to surround 
herself with people who would contribute to her efforts. It was a form of editing that 
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other students employed as well, particularly with their social network. The students 
learned to not take lightly the company they kept. Most of them mentioned a core social 
group even if they did not attribute that group to their success. One of them actually 
suggested that someone should tell high school students about the potential pitfalls and 
teach college students how to respond once they encounter the challenges that come with 
being in an unfamiliar and awkward social setting.  
Only one of the theories included concepts related to the influence of factors 
external to the institution. In addition to including entry characteristics of the student, the 
psychological model of student retention includes four different types of environmental 
interactions. These are the bureaucratic interactions, academic interactions, social 
interactions, and interactions external to the institution (Bean & Eaton, 2001). Although 
in the case of the student who experienced interactions with people who actively 
discouraged her from pursuing postsecondary study, all of the students had significant 
relationships with people who were vocal supporters of their efforts to go to college. For 
two students, these meaningful relationships continued and evolved into mentorships that 
were significant contributors to the students’ success. In short, whereas all of the students 
enjoyed the benefit of relationships that contributed to them starting college, two of the 
students maintained those relationships and credit those interactions with helping them 
finish college. The research does not currently herald the opportunities available to 
leverage relationships external to the institutions, though the findings of this study 
suggest those relationships are as much a contributor to student success as relationships 
with faculty and staff members who are a part of the campus community.  
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As in the theories of integration and engagement, a new social network and 
meaningful connections where the student felt a fit were important contributors to 
students’ willingness to persist until graduation. None of the students spoke of crafting 
social networks by happenstance but were strategic in creating a peer group during their 
college years. As posited by these theories, this peer group became a significant 
contributor to the students’ success in general (Kolenovic et al., 2012; Webster & 
Showers, 2011) and a source of support, a retreat from the challenges of anonymity on 
the larger campus, and a source for students to exert leadership abilities in particular. A 
few of the connections were as a result of institutional contributions and the 
encouragement of staff members that students pursue opportunities to be connected on 
campus. This is in keeping with Kuh’s (2001b) suggestion that the members of the 
institution encourage, create, and support smaller groups of students to enjoy the benefits 
of group membership.  
These groups were formed by a number of means. One of the groups formed was 
as a result of cohort instruction, another because of the JC scholars program, two others 
via student services and student government of the campus life department, and yet 
another because of relationships that continued from the high school years. This variety 
hints at the “web of interlocking initiatives (p. 31)” proposed by Kuh (2001b) in the 
evolving theory of engagement. Left as disparate groups with no overlap, these group 
memberships are not as valuable. As in the engagement literature, staff members from the 
JC program encouraged participation in the student services groups, a mentor helped to 
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establish a foundation of expectation for the cohort instruction, and friendships initially 
created among JC scholars evolved into new groups created in student government.  
There were two other disparities in the findings compelled by this research 
question related to the theory of integration and the theory of engagement. Unlike the 
theory of integration, the classroom did not serve as a major vehicle for group 
membership nor social connections. Although it was mentioned, it was not prevalent. 
This was true even in the case where the scholars were all in a class together that they 
generally enjoyed. Not only did they not create their social connections to that class, but 
there was no consensus that a social connection manifested as a result of the participation 
as scholars with other scholars. Finally, the combination of having a class of scholars had 
no meaningful effect for all the study participants. Although the faculty and classroom 
were prevalent in the theory, they did not emerge as significant contributors in this study.  
While there were similarities in the concepts of engagement and the findings of 
this study as it relates to group membership for subcultures of students, the relationships 
between students, faculty, and staff were inconsistent with the concept of engagement. 
For the purpose of this study, engagement was defined as a mutual investment of time 
(behavioral) and energy (cognitive) by students and institutions in educationally-
purposeful activities. This echoes the purpose of the NSSE in its attempt to assess the 
extent to which colleges employ the best practices for encouraging student involvement 
in purposeful developmental activities (Kuh, 2001a). Although this does not exclude the 
practice faculty members making a concerted effort to acknowledge students, the theory 
does not seem to lend itself to the power of a simple act of connecting with students. One 
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of the themes of the current study was that students saw value in any feeling of 
familiarity, even if the investment of the faculty or staff member was minimal. For those 
who experienced the evolution from anonymity to feelings of being a member of an 
extended family, there were heartfelt words of appreciation and subsequent appreciation 
for those relationships and the contributions made toward the students persisting to 
graduation. The simple act of acknowledgement is as powerful a tool as crafting 
interlocking webs of services to compel students to take more active roles as members of 
the campus community. Perhaps this outcome can be assumed from a statement in Kuh’s 
writing that institutions should make strategic attempts to create an environment 
conducive to student participation. 
Research Question 3: What barriers did students face, and how did they overcome them? 
To be eligible for the scholars program, students had to demonstrate significant 
financial need by first qualifying for the free or reduced program during their high school 
years and qualifying for the federal Pell grant each year they were enrolled in college. As 
such, one of the most obvious barriers to be overcome was the cost of college. The 
scholarship these students received provided enough funding to cover the entire cost of 
college, plus any additional costs necessary to participate in study abroad opportunities. 
However, the scholarship did not provide enough for the students to continue to provide 
financial support for their families. To overcome the barrier of this need, the students 
chose to find part-time jobs to help their families with financial responsibilities. One 
student moved home instead of living in the dorms and took on the responsibility of 
taking care of younger siblings. The students were appreciative that the program covered 
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the additional school expense and also provided instruction to help student learn how to 
budget their money. One student mentioned that graduating with no debt meant she was 
able to be of greater help to her family in their attempts to get out of debt and provide for 
her mother. Generations were immediately impacted by the investment in an individual 
student.  
Every student experienced periods of fear as they prepared for postsecondary 
study or during their college years. Though fear was the root issue, it manifested in a 
range of emotions including apprehension, anxiety, frustration, and anger. This fear was 
essentially a fear of failing made more pronounced for students who were very driven and 
ambitious. Though the primary emotional challenge to be overcome was the same for 
every student, the supports students used and the way they engaged those supports was 
different. The student who was apprehensive about asserting herself professionally was 
content to participate as a part of a group of students who attended the honors symposium 
designed to help them with those skillsets. The student who was anxious with the 
uncomfortable campus environment would retreat to the JC program office enjoying the 
care and affection of two staff members in particular. The student who was afraid that 
faculty members seek revenge on students who give poor assessments to their colleagues 
chose to keep her grievances to herself instead of advocating for herself or providing 
truthful feedback on a rudely indifferent instructor when she had the opportunity to do so. 
The fourth student had debilitating fear as she was choosing where to study and a host of 
concerns after she was enrolled. She was willing to be vulnerable with her JCCA and 
maintained an increasingly personal relationship with her JCCA as a mentor and 
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(eventually) a friend for many years. Finally, the last student was afraid to show his fear 
so he responded in anger and frustration instead. The difference between this student and 
the others is that whereas the first four students responded to an open door of support, 
this student did not seek out his solace. This student was approached by his faculty 
members, supported, encouraged, and challenged until he was able to move beyond fear, 
exercise discipline, master the material, and eventually graduate.  
In addition to being the only student who did not take the initiative to engage his 
supports, he was also the only one to overcome his fears through a personally invested 
faculty member. Other instances with faculty were situations where the faculty members 
were either indifferent or posed the challenge to the student. In the challenging situation, 
the ultimate overcoming support was to retake the course. One other option exercised was 
to choose classes that would not put the students in a position to question their personal 
value or be chastised for holding a differing viewpoint. The other option was to take 
courses that would devalue the students’ perspective yet enjoy opportunities to be 
anonymous. 
It is interesting that anonymity would become a coping strategy in any 
challenging situation when the concept of anonymity was often shared as a challenge that 
students felt they needed to overcome. At some point, every student used the JC staff as a 
resource to overcome the feeling of anonymity. Some students did so more than others. 
Students would also use their personal mentors in these situations as well. They were 
very appreciative that they were known, and even more grateful to be well-known and 
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highly-regarded by their personal mentors. These caring and personally-invested adult 
guides were critical to the students’ success and ability to persist to graduation.  
The theory of engagement includes concepts of accountability for both the student 
and the institution. The institutional role is a key component in the construct of 
engagement in that administrators have the responsibility to create an institutional culture 
that has a commitment to student success through interwoven programs, policies and 
practices (Kuh, 2001b; Kuh et al., 2006). This includes responsive financial aid 
packaging to facilitate the likelihood that students will uphold their responsibility to 
engage in the purposeful retention activities of the institution. As in this theory, the study 
participants received generous financial aid packages that allowed them the freedom to 
engage in campus activities, foster meaningful relationships with adult guides who would 
be their champions, particularly in challenging situations, and focus on mastering 
classroom material and professional skillsets.  
Bean and Eaton (2000) posited that students would be more likely to persist if 
they possessed attitudes and beliefs that would compel the “retained” behavior. The study 
participants all experienced fear but employed appropriate coping strategies to overcome 
the fear, subsequently displaying “retained” behavior. These students found various ways 
to approach issues of the institution as opposed to avoid them in withdrawal. Alex’s 
situation was a different iteration of this in that she did not advocate for herself nor assert 
her beliefs. She instead chose to be anonymous, using anonymity as a cloak to shield her 
from the challenge that could compel her to leave the institution. She maintained her 
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confidence in her academic ability in spite of the challenges she faced with a few of her 
professors. 
The other challenges students had with faculty were interesting in that those 
students continued to persist and often continued to flourish at the institution. Although 
this finding does not refute Tinto’s (1997) assertion that the most important relationship 
was between a student and faculty member, it places that thought in a different context. 
Students tended to hold a prevalent view of the institution based on their experiences with 
faculty. The one student who enjoyed a meaningful relationship with a faculty member 
who eventually became his mentor, saw the entire institution as engaging, helpful, and a 
place filled with opportunities for students to flourish. The other students experienced 
either indifferent faculty members or some balance of disconnected and professionally 
invested faculty. Again, their prevailing view of the institution as a whole matched the 
view they had of their faculty members. Their views suggested they understood the 
weight of importance ascribed to relationships with faculty members, though they were 
not overwhelmingly disappointed that they did not have very meaningful relationships 
with their faculty members. 
All of the students shared several examples of having meaningful relationships 
with various members of the campus community as well as adult guides external to the 
institution. There were, however, several instances where a meaningful relationship was 
not the determining factor in the students’ likelihood of success. This finding is not 
aligned with the theory of integration (Tinto, 1993; 1997) in that the study participants 
did not always have social nor meaningful connections with campus representatives who 
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were helpful enough to make an impact on the student. This was most evident when 
students reaped the benefit of simply being known. In the event they felt anxious about 
their feelings of anonymity, that discomfort was mitigated when they had a sense of 
familiarity. Often this sense of familiarity was coupled with situations described as 
minimal investments made by faculty and staff. 
Implications for Theory Development 
Although the meaningful relationships and social connections included in the 
theory of integration (Tinto, 1993; 1997) are as important as the time and effort 
constructs of the theory of involvement (Astin, 1999), these concepts should be 
considered in a new context. There may be meaningful exchanges that are not time 
intensive for the student yet are impactful in producing a culture of familiarity on a 
college campus. To this end, the anonymity-familiarity scale should be tested and 
(perhaps) developed as a new theory that posits students as more likely to be retained as 
feelings of anonymity are mitigated by feelings of familiarity. It would also be interesting 
to study the extent to which students are successful in comparison to the extent to which 
they enjoy the investment of an adult guide.  
Coupled with the above anonymity-familiarity scale, the other theory that seems 
absent in the literature would be a parallel theory to Astin’s (1999) theory of 
Involvement. This would be a theory of faculty and staff investment that posits time and 
effort spent investing in students is directly related to the likelihood of student success 
and persistence to graduation.  
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The findings of this study would also compel a refining of the theory or the 
practice of helping students get acclimated to the institution. The theory of engagement 
focuses heavily on strategic responses to feedback from students and systemic 
implementation to align the culture with efforts to purposefully retain students. Although 
the language of the theory personalizes the desired responses of the student to the student 
level, it impersonalizes the response of the institution by directing the “institution” to 
respond by creating strategies for student success. The language considers student 
engagement to be “the intersection of student behaviors and institutional conditions” as 
opposed to student behaviors and behaviors of faculty and staff (Kuh et al., 2006, p. 8). If 
the outcome of strategically crafted retention efforts results in an “organically systemic” 
approach manufactured by the institution instead of a “systemically organic” approach 
crafted by members of the institution, the institution will remain an inanimate machine. 
The theory of engagement must be coupled with the other theories as included in the 
conceptual framework so systemic attempts to compel interactions with the people of the 
institution are achieved. These interactions would ideally be educationally purposeful, but 
what that entails specifically would be contingent upon the student and the adult guide. 
Some of these interactions would be systemically offered and scheduled like the honors 
symposium while others still would organically emerge from the mutual investment of 
both the adult guide and the student. To this end, the findings of the study and the 
collective theories of engagement, integration and involvement are comparable. 
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Implications for Practice 
Every member of the campus community should be able to facilitate student 
integration through creating engaging communities, advising students on their efforts to 
find a campus fit, and/or referring students in an effort to help them create a connection 
on campus. Alex’s example that she was encouraged by a JC staff member to live on 
campus and get involved in a student group illustrates the benefit that can come from a 
referral. She was as reluctant as he was persistent. She relented and said she would never 
have considered it had he not suggested it so strongly. She went on to consider the group 
she met through the experience her closest friends and enjoyed those relationships and 
that social connection for her entire college career.  
Although there is inherent value in crafting groups to attend to the particular 
interests and values of a diverse student body, it is not valuable if doing so means the 
students see the group membership as supplementary to being members of the student 
body. To this end, faculty and staff should purposefully employ practices to anchor the 
group in the greater college community. It must be an explicit concept that the group was 
formed because of the institution, as opposed to in spite of the institution. This is 
particularly true if the group membership is comprised of students who are often socially 
marginalized, or who may feel their group is not just supplementary to the larger student 
body but viewed as subordinate to the student body. Only one of the study participants 
alluded to this view, but it is worth noting. 
  The findings of this study also suggest that it would be fitting to engage the adult 
guides who are external to the institution yet have an impact on students. If they were 
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more purposefully involved and themselves integrated into the campus community, they 
could act as conduits for the institution to deliver purposeful retention activities to the 
student. The outcome of a meaningful relationship that contributes to educational 
purposes would still be achieved.  
Finally, the honors symposium and college success course were highly regarded 
by the students. Although I would not advocate that the class no longer be offered, it 
would seem to be a better practice to infuse the instruction provided via these two means 
in the curriculum of the students’ field of study. This may mean an addition to course 
rubrics, or a change in the way students are assessed for mastery of an activity. Several 
majors have required internships or senior capstone courses which are examples of the 
type of experiential and co-curricular learning that should be a part of instruction. It 
would seem, however, that these opportunities tend to happen late in most students’ 
course of study. Better employing and partnering with the Career Center could be the 
leveraged resource needed to provide a more balanced delivery of the co-curriculum.  
Each of the suggestions above requires meticulous planning for various 
constituencies. The strategies and activities employed should be reasonable extensions of 
the vision, mission, objectives, and outcomes. A thorough and documented consideration 
(see Appendix F) of these elements will provide a fitting foundation for crafting training, 
as suggested below. Although the program designers did not employ this tool to attend to 
these themes, the data show that these students were more successful because they were 
relentlessly ambitious and had the financial freedom to enjoy the benefits of an invested 
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adult who was equipped to provide sound guidance and a “soft place to land”, as aptly 
described by Aqua.  
The value of the scholarship is such that it is not possible to scale it to the entire 
campus community. However, a more purposeful attempt to create financial aid budgets 
for students based on the peculiarities of their field of study could have a comparable 
impact. The most affordable aspects of the JC program that could be scaled to the campus 
community are the co-curricular instruction (as mentioned above) and assigned advisors 
and financial aid coordinators. The students shared their appreciation for knowing where 
to go when they needed help and establishing relationships with a member of the campus 
community. A well-crafted and proactive communication plan would help make this 
affordable possibility more feasible. 
Implications for Education and Training 
Faculty and staff orientation should set the precedent for how the members of the 
institution desire to engage students and should outline the measures of accountability to 
ensure each member of the campus community takes part to the greatest extent possible. 
This orientation should either include training on how to operationalize best practices in 
retaining students, or a continuing education unit system should be established to 
promote ongoing dialog around retention. Faculty members should be encouraged to (and 
rewarded for) conducting retention research on the campus in their respective fields of 
study to continually refine and contribute to the knowledge.  
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Implications for Education Policy 
As stated before, one implication for practice would be to encourage and engage 
adult guides external to the institution yet influential to students. In addition to providing 
training and encouraging the adult guide to participate in retention activities with their 
mentee, a comprehensive communication plan for both the student and mentor could 
provide motivation to show initiative on the campus. The advantage of the mentors to 
study participants was that they were tangentially related to the institution and had access 
to resources, relevant experiences, and accurate information that the students recognized 
as supports compelling their success. The accompanying campus policy is mandated by a 
federal law, the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). This federal 
privacy law ensures students’ education records, transcripts, contact information, and the 
like are protected (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Students have the option to 
release their information. A purposeful policy that attends to the FERPA requirements, 
yet empowers external adult guides as they support their students, would be beneficial to 
all parties.  
Finally, the financial aid disbursement policies should attend to internship 
requirements for certain majors. This was not a particular issue for the students included 
in this study because they all received scholarships valued to cover their full costs of 
attendance. Had they not been members of the JC scholars program, one student in 
particular would have had a significant hardship in that she was in a field of study that 
required an internship and several field experiences. All of these valuable, experiential 
learning activities were outside of the scheduled course time (or required additional 
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travel), and none of them were paid positions (even when the requirement was equivalent 
to a full time job). Further, during the semester she completed her internship, she was 
also required to attend classes after hours. In short, the time required would make 
employment an additional hardship. To this end, students in mandatory, unpaid 
internships should enjoy the benefit of financial aid policies that consider the unique 
financial circumstance of the requisite term. This would be comparable to adjustments 
made to help cover the cost of study abroad or special course materials.  
Implications for Further Research 
The aspect of the program most disliked by the study participants was the 
changing staff members. They did not like the inconsistency and did not want to expend 
unnecessary efforts trying to forge new relationships with new people, however sincere 
they believed their warmth to be. They instead maintained the relationships they had with 
the remaining staff and would seek their advice when they needed help--even if the 
familiar staff member was not the appropriate authority on a given topic. It would be 
interesting to conduct a research study on the impact of inconsistent and/or apathetic staff 
members on the retention of student success. Both dynamics (inconsistency and apathy) 
result in diminished resources for a period of time.  
Finally, though race and ethnicity are popular variables in retention research 
(Barbatis, 2010; Hoffert, 2004; Noble et al., 2007; Miller, Tyree, Riegler, & Herreid, 
2010; Noble et al., 2007; and Stoutland & Coles, 2009), the variable has not been shown 
to have a significant impact on retention. It did, however, emerge as an interesting note in 
this present study in that two African American students with comparable backgrounds 
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had significantly different experiences and subsequent viewpoints of the institution. To 
this end, I would suggest this study be continued as a collective case study of the African 
American program graduates. 
Conclusions  
This study has helped me refine my thoughts around the role that faculty and staff 
members play in retaining and supporting students and the importance of those roles. 
These students did not just have significant financial need but also experienced instability 
in varying areas of their personal lives. Establishing consistency in program staffing is 
critically important because the staff member is a valuable contributor to student success. 
Their contribution is demonstrated in their ability to create lasting relationships of trust 
and accountability with the students. The trust students develop with one staff member 
will not automatically be gifted to a replacement staff member. The time necessary to 
rebuild is not accompanied by any pause in the students’ need for guidance. A 
willingness to professionally invest in students is as critical as consistency in those 
making the investment. Apathetic staff is more of a liability than absent staff. An 
apathetic staff member will create additional challenges that yet another member would 
need to help a student overcome. Interestingly, although I placed great significance on 
students connecting with approachable, available, and informative guides, I did not 
realize any of the students would consider the mentorship they received would make the 
difference between leaving the institution and persevering to graduation.  
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Reflections 
My reflective journal is rich with my own recollection of being a first-generation 
student at a predominantly white, major research institution and again being an adult 
learner at a predominantly white, smaller institution where the majority of students are 
traditional college aged students. The dynamics are a little different as many years have 
passed since I was a young, college student grappling with my identity and struggling to 
find a place where I could feel a sense of belonging. Though my advanced studies were 
more recent, returning to school as an adult learner posed yet other dynamics. Still, I 
often identified with the challenges the students described and wanted to faithfully share 
their voices while respectfully silencing my own in telling their stories, sharing their 
thoughts, and probing for clarity when they were searching for words. 
It was interesting to admit my surprise at the students’ discomfort with the size of 
the institution. I realized I had been a part of the chorus of people who lauded the 
university on being so small that it did not occur to me that there were students who were 
still intimidated by the size of the institution. The anonymity-familiarity theme also 
helped me reconsider the definition of institution size as well. A large institution with 
opportunities for robust communities of students will likely feel smaller than a small 
institution filled with people who are not invested. This inquiry has helped me realize I 
was unwittingly crafting one student story that mirrored what I have heard about the 
institution instead of listening for the story of individual students I have committed 
myself to serve. 
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I was also prepared to hear more students talk about the benefits of having a 
dedicated academic advisor at the college level and the services provided by the staff 
member in that position. Although the students did appreciate having the advisor, there 
were no particular accolades that were significantly different than what they said about 
all of the JC staff members. Although I maintain the importance of this function, it is 
more important that the students have a campus representative who provides timely 
guidance and support, even if they need to refer the student to another knowledgeable 
campus representative. 
I found myself wishing I had been more available to them during their college 
years to help them overcome more of the challenges they faced. I felt guilt at the idea that 
I was an insider in the JC community but had existed outside of their experiences. It was 
humbling to have them participate in the study and share their perspectives, including 
very private thoughts and experiences that they wanted me to know but that they did not 
want me to share. Again, they gifted me with the access afforded to an insider, while I 
was struggling with the notion that I had not done enough to deserve the position. The 
analysis of data helped me to be more realistic about individual contributions while also 
establishing new expectations for the contribution one person can actually make. In other 
words, as posited in the theory of student engagement (Kuh, 2001b), a campus culture of 
student engagement to compel student success must be one with a “web of interlocking 
initiatives (p. 31)” that continue to shape the institutional culture. To this end, I have 
refined how I see myself as a professional. Although I fully intend to still be personally 
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invested in the success of the students I serve, I also understand it as important (if not 
more important) that I encourage dialog about how others can serve as well. 
This endeavor has been enlightening in so many ways. The revelations shared 
above will certainly help me to continue to grow as a professional. I will also be more 
effective in serving students while providing sound guidance to others who want to do so 
as well. I am equally optimistic about how I have grown as a researcher. Although many 
aspects of this process have been taxing, the last two years have renewed my confidence 
and my desire to embark upon further study. My counseling skills, passion for student 
success, and many years as a practitioner contributed to my tenacity to complete this 
work. It was, and is, critically important to me. This study has given me confidence in my 
ability to ask more questions, and embark upon the appropriate inquiry to contribute to 
my beloved field. This study has also humbled me in my realization of how much I do 
not know in spite of my many years of experience. I have been reminded that decisions 
cannot be based on emotions and are not well-founded on assumptions.  
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APPENDIX A: MODIFIED SEI 
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APPENDIX B: COMPARISON DATA 
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APPENDIX C: RESEARCH PROTOCOL 
Project Overview 
 This study is being done because many students who are eligible for the Pell Grant do 
not successfully complete a degree. This is not true of many students who have been 
participants in The Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program. I hope to better 
understand your experiences as a first step toward helping other scholars and students 
who are eligible for the Pell Grant. 
Field Procedures 
 Test recording devices and situate near the participant. 
 Provide consent form highlighting the fact that they can choose to stop the 
interview with no penalty at any time. 
 Ask student to complete the modified SEI. 
 Share the JC Comparison data and explain the information as needed. 
Interview Questions 
1. Before you came to UNF, were you a participant in the Precollegiate JC Scholars 
Program? To what extent did you interact with the JCCA? 
2. How did you manage the responsibilities of preparing for college without a 
college access program? 
3. What role did your parents or other family members play in your college process? 
Were they helpful? Concerned? Supportive? 
4. How did you cope with the lack of support you received from your family? 
5. Tell me a little about your first memories when you started school at UNF. 
6. What pleasant surprises did you experience during your time at UNF? 
7. What unpleasant surprises did you experience during your time at UNF? 
8. Did you have a mentor who contributed to your success to date? How would you 
describe that relationship? 
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9. What early and positive experiences do you recall when you started UNF? How 
did they contribute to your overall success as a student? 
10. What early and negative experiences do you recall when you started UNF? How 
did they contribute to your overall success as a student? 
11. Tell me a little about your experience as a participant in the JC scholars program. 
What did you like or dislike about the program? 
12. In what ways do you feel you have benefitted from the program? Have you 
learned anything particularly that contributed to your success? 
13. As a group of students, the success of JC scholars is significantly better than the 
general student population. If you had to explain the reason, what would you say? 
14. What parts of the JC program were most useful? 
15. What parts of the JC program were least useful? 
16. How do you think your experiences on campus would have been different if the 
JC hadn't been a part of your life? 
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APPENDIX D: INFORMED CONSENT 
Title of Research: The Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program: Graduates 
Perception of Program Supports and Challenges     
  
Researcher: Ouida Powe  
       
You are being asked to participate in research. For you to be able to decide whether you 
want to participate in this project, you should understand what the project is about, as 
well as the possible risks and benefits in order to make an informed decision. This 
process is known as informed consent. This form describes the purpose, procedures, 
possible benefits, and risks. It also explains how your personal information will be used 
and protected. Once you have read this form and your questions about the study are 
answered, you will be asked to sign it. This will allow your participation in this study. 
You should receive a copy of this document to take with you.   
 
Explanation of Study 
  
 This study is being done because many students who are eligible for the Pell Grant do 
not successfully complete a degree. This is not true of many students who have been 
participants in The Jacksonville Commitment Scholars Program. I hope to better 
understand your experiences as a first step toward helping other scholars and students 
who are eligible for the Pell Grant. 
 
 If you agree to participate, you will be asked to meet with me for an interview during 
which you will complete a 35 item survey. Within two weeks of your interview, I may 
ask clarifying questions to ensure I have appropriately presented your experiences. 
 
 You should not participate in this study if you are uncomfortable with providing an 
open and honest recollection of your experience at the university and as a participant in 
the program.  
 
 Your participation in the study will last no more than two weeks as long as you are 
able to respond to the potential for clarifying questions within this time frame. 
 
Risks and Discomforts 
 
No risks or discomforts are anticipated. 
 
Benefits 
 
200 
 
This study is important to science/society because your accomplishments should be 
celebrated and will be helpful in assisting other students who will benefit from a 
better understanding of what is important to student success. 
You may not benefit, personally by participating in this study.  
 
Confidentiality and Records 
 
Your study information will be kept confidential by a coding procedure. I will code 
my transcribed documents and your voice recording without using your personally 
identifying information. 
 
Additionally, while every effort will be made to keep your study-related information 
confidential, there may be circumstances where this information must be shared with: 
  * Federal agencies, for example the Office of Human Research Protections, whose 
responsibility is to protect human subjects in research; 
  * Representatives of University of North Florida (UNF), including the Institutional 
Review Board, a committee that oversees the research UNF in the Office of 
Research and Sponsored Programs 
 
Contact Information 
 
If you have any questions regarding this study, please contact me at  
 You may also contact my Dissertation Chair, Dr. Francis Godwyll at 
 
 
If you have any questions regarding your rights as a research participant, please contact, 
Institutional Review Board University of North Florida, (904)620-2455. 
 
 
By signing below, you are agreeing that: 
 you have read this consent form (or it has been read to you) and have been 
given the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered 
 you have been informed of potential risks and they have been explained to 
your satisfaction.  
 you understand the University of North Florida has no funds set aside for any 
injuries you might receive as a result of participating in this study  
 you are 18 years of age or older  
 your participation in this research is completely voluntary  
 you may leave the study at any time.  If you decide to stop participating in the 
study, there will be no penalty to you and you will not lose any benefits to 
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which you are otherwise entitled.    
 
Signature                                  Date       
 
Printed Name                                
 
                    
  Version Date: August 9, 2014  
 
 
  
  
202 
 
APPENDIX E: IRB APPROVAL LETTER 
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APPENDIX F: VMOSABCDE WORKSHEET 
 
 
There will only be one Vision and one Mission. From that point throughout the remaining 
cells in a row, there will certainly be more than one of each. For instance, the grid above 
is for student constituents. The same items would need to be considered for staff, adult 
guides, faculty, etc. Also, each objective will have one or more outcomes. Each outcome 
will have one or more strategies. Each strategy will have one or more activities. And each 
Activity will have one or more benchmarks. If the plan is detailed to this point, a budget 
(often created in concert with a calendar) will be easier to craft. 
The grid is not meant to be completed as a form but to facilitate the planning process. The 
explanation of each item to be considered is included below. 
Vision ~ If your end result was a perfect product, how would you describe it so it can be 
identified by others? What are we trying to accomplish? 
Mission ~ If your vision is a physical place, what verbs describe how you will get there? 
Objectives ~ What broad goals will be accomplished?  
Outcomes ~ What measurable impact do you desire? How will you measure it?  
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Strategies ~ What will be your approach?  
Activities ~ What will you actually do? 
Benchmark ~ If you’ve done any part of this before, what was the outcome? 
Budget ~ What was spent on comparable activities? What should be spent for each 
activity? 
Calendar ~ When will functions of the plan occur? 
Communications ~ Establish a plan to share as appropriate. 
Do it! 
Evaluate ~ Measure frequently and make adjustments as appropriate. 
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